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Marcus Rydell instinctively rushed from his bedroom and out of the apartment, his .9mm in hand, taking the stairs two at a time. Even here in the stairwell, he could hear the distressed keening cry of what sounded like a wounded animal, but it was all too human Definitely a child’s scream, which meant probable cause for him to break down a door, something he’d always relished doing when he’d worked as an Atlanta cop.
 The thought pumped blood to his every artery and to the brain. It felt wonderful, like a balm, like a spring shower and train whistle all conspiring to wake him the hell up and out of his previously paralyzing depression.
 As he approached 58-B, Marcus made out words coming from an adult male inside. The man’s words were halting, pleading in turn, saying, “Hon-hon-honey, please n’more. Don’t h-hurt me! Please! I’ll be good to you, sweetie. I swear!”
 The child endangerment laws left no doubt in Marcus’s mind. He shouted through the door, “I’m coming in! Open up in there, or I kick it in!”
 Others in the building peeked from their doors, shy and tentative and curious, but of no help. “Call 9-1-1, lady!” Marcus shouted over his shoulder to a silver-haired woman. Terrified, eyes bulging, this neighbor slammed her door so hard that Marcus thought himself shot. The sound, like a gunshot, repeated itself up and down the hallway. No one wanted to get involved. Another elderly lady muttered, “Animals…you’re all animals!” before slamming her door.
 More shouting and crying came wafting through the door at number 58-B. “Open it, now!”
 “Very helpful lady!” Marcus backed up, lifted his leg, about to kick when he heard the door latch come off. “I have a gun!” he now added, cautioning whoever had unlatched the door. Then it swung open wide.
 In the doorway, stood a four-foot high Oriental girl, looking the same age as Rydell’s own daughter. The black-haired, wide-eyed child stood four-feet high and shaking. “I-I-I kilt him.”
 “Killed who?”
 “Him, da-da. Good ’n’ dead now.”
 Marcus swallowed hard and put his gun away, tucking it into the small of his back beneath the white shirt he’d earlier donned for his farewell to the world as he’d been chewing on the same gun moments before. He saw that the girl had suffered multiple bruises. He assumed authorities would discover, and must assume many more welts beneath her clothing. A closer look into her eyes and features revealed a creamy colored skin and blue eyes. She looked partial Caucasian. “Where’s your mother, honey?”
 “No! I nobody honey. No more never.”
 “Your mother? Mama-san?”
 “Don’t have one.”
 “All right, let me have a look at your da-da over there.” The man lay still as death at the center of the room.
 “He no my father neither. No pappa-san!”
 Marcus cautiously stepped inside and around the little girl, noticing now for the first time the bloody claw hammer in her hand; it dripped a trail from door to da-da’s bashed in face and skull. The girl may be little, but she knew how to wield a hammer with deadly effect. She had definitely taken daddy by surprise.
In fact, from the injuries the hairy, swarthy adult, had sustained, Marcus doubted he’d find a pulse, and he almost didn’t. Somehow through the excruciating blinding pain, the man muttered, “B-Bitch she…jeeze… caw’t me s-s-sleep.”
 The effort spent to accuse the girl of murdering him in his sleep did him in entirely. Silent now for eternity, the disfigured child molester went in search of rigor.
 Meanwhile, Marcus realized that the monster who’d just died knew a tad about the law, just enough to possibly punish this child once more—this time using the law. If the courts and attorneys learned that she’d attacked him while he slept, they could and would make out a case against her, despite her bravery. She could be portrayed as a cold-blooded killer in need of penitentiary time. Their case would rest on exactly what Daddy Dead had uttered, for at the time of the attack the little, frightened prisoner girl was in no immediate or imminent danger from the dead man. If established as true, this negated the self-defense argument regardless of the ugly circumstances and common sense.
 Once she’d gotten the upper hand, the little girl, not yet in her teens, had repeatedly driven the hammer into him, concentrating on cranium and face. Not an unusual target for sexually abused victims when they fought back; there seemed a sense of urgency to deconstruct the face of her attacker. Given more time, she might well have deconstructed other of the man’s parts.
 Marcus turned to the girl, who stood now with the hammer poised over his head. “I am a policeman, police, you know. Here to help you. What’s your name?”
“Kim.”
 “Kim, you understand English?”
 “I know little. Know some Dutch and Pigeon.”
 “Dutch, really? You’re a very intelligent girl, aren’t you?” Was one of her parents of Dutch heritage, he wondered.
 “I am too smart for him,” she said, using the hammer to point to the dead man.
 You can let go of that hammer anytime, OK? You don’t need it.” Hand gestures came into play.
She held firm to the hammer, her only salvation until now. “I know this man did terrible things to you, sweetie—”
 “I no sweetie!”
 “Sorry, sorry…dear, and I know you fought back—bravely. You were brave to fight back.” He reached an open hand for the hammer. “Please.”
 She hesitated.
 “It was self-defense, yes?” he said.
 “I kill him, yes. He bad. Beat me.” She held up a terribly bruised arm and the black around her left eye was apparent.
 “You had to protect yourself, Kim. Let me help you.”
 “Police no good.”
 “Why do you say that?”
 “Police man, he sold me to this pig!” she spat on the dead man.
 “Not all policemen are bad men, Kim.” Marcus wondered what kind of a cop could be involved in a child sex ring, but he also knew it happened more often than people wanted to know. It happened in big cities and small towns, and wherever abuse of power had been allowed to flourish from Seattle to Daytona Beach, from Boston to Hollywood, crisscrossing the country like a virus or a genetically coded element of evil in the human gene pool.
 He silently and firmly cursed his own species.
 The small girl finally relinquished the hammer, and sounding far older than her years, Kim said. “Take shower…clean blood off.” 
 Marcus nodded, understanding her need to both leave the room and the body, and to shower. “You don’t want to do that, Kim. Don’t shower before someone can get here to help you. We’ve got to show that this man raped you. We’ll need—”
 “DNA, I know. Just wipe off stinking pig blood.”
 “Got it. Understood. Wash your face, hands, but nothing more, understood?”
 “D-Don’t want it on me!” She held up her bloody arms as if the red stuff burned, like acidic cesspool waste.
 Marcus wasn’t sure of the wisdom of allowing the girl to wash even hands and face, or to be alone just now, but she spoke and acted like a forty-year-old. He feared she’d been though hell and back, but at least, on the trip back, she’d taken out the creep who’d held her hostage.
 Marcus located the phone, having left his cell downstairs. By now the superintendent had stepped into the apartment and he’d gone ashen white and was shouting in Spanish, “Oh, aye dios mio!” Behind him a small crowd of the curious pressed the doorway. Several took him for the killer, and Marcus realized he still had the bloody claw hammer in his hand.
 Furthermore, he was no longer a police detective—hadn’t been for almost a year now. He was a failed cop and now a failed private eye standing with a murder weapon in hand over the body of a dead man. “Shit,” he muttered. Then he shouted, “Did you call the authorities?”
 “Jess, jess, they coming.”
 An eyewitness in the making, Rydell thought as he watched the superintendent, whose eyes registered terror.
 “Hey, amigo, I didn’t do this!”
The super and others now who gathered behind him like a lynch mob only saw the bloody hammer.
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 Marcus called 9-1-1 only to learn that someone in the building had already alerted authorities. The dispatcher calmly assured him. “Help is on its way, Mr. Rydell.” 
Rydell then turned to stare at the crush of neighbors now staring in at the bloody heap of flesh at the center of the room. 
 Some stood crossing themselves, while others fought for a better look, only to look away. The crush of faces reminded him of the people standing about the parade route taken by Christ as he carried the cross through the streets. How often had Marcus heard the rumor that mankind was on a march toward evolving into the caring, gentle most compassionate creature in the known world, left in charge of overseeing all the so-called lesser beasts? Some things never changed.
 Then he saw one face in the crowd that caused a blip in his chest, a beautiful young woman, a dead ringer for Lauren Bacall in Key Largo. This one pushed past the gapers, shouting “I’m a doctor! Let me through.”
 “Finally! ’Bout time you guys got here,” Marcus said to her.
 “I live in the building,” she replied.
 “You’re not here with a paramedic team?”
 “Just me.”
 The young woman quickly assessed the situation as Marcus stepped around the blood spatters. “Thought I might be of help,” she began, “but apparently not.” She’d gone to her knees over the dead man.
 “Doesn’t look too good, does he?” Marcus dryly replied, realizing only now that he’d rushed from his apartment directly below without any shoes or socks. He thought of the man’s dying words, cursing the child when the despicable child molester ought to’ve been asking forgiveness. 
 “He’s suffered multiple fractures to the skull,” she said.
 “So I noticed.”
 “No longer breathing.”
 “Tell me something I don’t already know, doc.”
 “I’m pronouncing him dead, Mr. Ahhh . . . Rydell, 48-B, right?”
 Marcus nodded. “Hail, hail, the wicked one is dead.” Marcus stood a head taller than she. 
 “I’m an intern at Atlanta Memorial,” she said, “and you, you’re 48-B, right?” she repeated.
 “Right below, yep. Heard the screams.” He shrugged. “Came running.”
 “And I called 9-1-1.”
 “Oh, that was you, was it? Thank you.”
 The sound of an ambulance rose up from the street. “I’m Katrina Holley, Kat,” she said, extending a hand to Marcus.
 “Marcus . . . Marcus Rydell.”
 She nodded, eyes downcast. “I’ve heard about you.” She said it in a sultry voice. “As for this guy,” she indicated the dead man at her heels, “I knew he was bad news. So where’s his supposed sister’s
adopted daughter he’s been baby-sitting for?”
 “That the story he told you?”
 “Me and the cops, yeah.”
 “Did they check it out?”
 “They’re getting around to it. So where’s the kid, Kim?”
 “Kim, yeah. Where is she. ’Round here someplace. So you called the cops on this guy earlier?”
 She answered while walking away from him. “’Course I did.” She turned on him, eyes daring him to suggest otherwise. “You think anyone else in this place’d bother?” She began searching the apartment for Kim, going into the bedroom, seeing a bloody pillow that made her gasp. 
 “Creep must’ve slipped the cops tickets to the Brave’s game tonight,” he cynically said in her ear.
 “I reported them—got their names and badge numbers.”
 “Reported them, eh?”
 “For doing a half-assed job, yes.”
 “And got no answer, I imagine.”
 “Heard nothing back. You oughta maybe look into it. Wrongdoing on a police force. Might be a headline in there somewhere.”
 “Not my call.”
 “Then who’s call is it? Hell, I even called Child Protective Services again.”
 “Let me guess. Overworked and underpaid, eh?”
They both heard the bathtub shower kick on. Dr. Holley’s eyes became blue beach balls. “Tell me she’s not in the shower.” 
 “She’s washing off, and I can’t blame her.”
 “You’re a cop! You oughta know better.” She went for the bathroom door, the layout of the apartment a match for her own. “That’s evidence in a crime washing down the drain. If she’s been raped, and I suspect she has—”
 “Look, lady . . . Doctor, I told her to stay out of the shower, only that she could wash her hands and face.”
 “But Detective—”
 “I’m not a cop anymore, but I’m curious how you knew?”
 “I believe everyone in the building knows you’re a cop—or were at one time. Now outta my way.”
 He held an index finger to her eyes, slowing her down. “Look, she needed some time alone, and besides, her attacker here is dead, get it? Proving her rape won’t be an issue. She was his hostage, and she fought back.”
 “I get that much but—”
 “The dead guy’s not going away for anything he’s done, not in this world. Frankly, I’d like to see her spared the inside of a courtroom or a jail.”
 “The man’s name’s Quinn, Don Quinn, and all things equal, if Kim’s charged with his murder . . . ahhh manslaughter, exculpatory . . . or is it extenuating circumstances?” Katrina hesitated, eyeing the bloody claw hammer beside the victim. “We need to show—”
 “Christ, thanks to Law & Order everyone’s an expert nowadays.”
 “I’m-this-minute-right-now-damn-it going in to see her.” The doctor might just as well have said: And no one is standing in my way. “Kim’ll recognize me from before. She needs a friend, a woman, and a professional.”
 “I suppose you’re right, Doc.”
 “That’s the most sensible thing you’ve said since I arrived.” Dr. Holley slammed the bathroom door in his face, cutting him off.
 In another half minute, medics came pouring in with a stretcher and life-support. “Too late, my friends,” said Marcus, “but if you wanna shoot me some extra oxygen, I’ll take it.”
 

T W O
 
 
Members of the Atlanta Police Department now came rushing in, immediately stopped by the sight of former detective Marcus Theodore Rydell pacing like a trapped bull. 
 “Hiya, Denny Hodges isn’t it?” asked Marcus, a crooked smile for the first uniformed cop on the scene. 
 His partner, Janine Dobbins, all but dropped her teeth even as she asked, “What’re you doing here, Rydell? You involved in another . . . I mean—”
 “Murder? Killing, you mean?” he replied, the quirky half smile lifting his laugh lines, the wrinkles around the eyes.
 She pointed at the bloody victim with her nightstick. “If you say so.”
 “Yeah, arrest me, Dobbins!” He jammed his hands out. Ready for the cuffs. “A danger to myself and others.”
 “Knock it off, Rydell and tell us what’s happened here?” asked Hodges, showing a modicum of respect for the former police detective turned private eye.
 “I live just below. Heard the screams. Came runnin’. He was already dead.”
 “Really?”
 “Yeah really!” He pointed to his bare feet. “Walls’re pretty thin. Ceiling even thinner.”
 A jackhammer and the wrecking ball down the street sounded; in fact, they sounded as if in the next room.
 Adjusting to the noise, Dobbins shouted, “Heard the killing as it occurred, you saying?” Dobbins stood with hands on hips, curvy and plain-featured, her hips sporting a radio, a gun, and the scabbard for the nightstick she continued to punctuate with.
 “Heard a little child’s high-pitched voice after the plaster started raining down on me,” Marcus replied, his voice so strong he needn’t shout. “I came like a comet.”
 “He did!” shouted one bystander from the crowd around the door.
 “But . . .” continued Marcus, “but it was too late for Mr. Quinn here.”
 “Too late?” asked Dobbins like an accusation. He knew she was thinking, too late
again.
“Too late for this sick-o, child-molesting sonofabitch, yeah, but not for the kid.”
 “You saying a kid did this?” asked Hodges.
“Hey kids’ve been known to kill for a variety of reasons, not the least being revenge on a scumbag who’s held ’em captive. The girl defended herself; picked up a hammer the bastard threatened her with.” 
He indicated the hammer alongside the body. “’Fraid I picked it up, too. Sorry.”
 “How old’s this kid?” asked Dobbins in the tone of an interrogator.
 “Eleven, maybe twelve’d be my guess,” he lied. “Dunno for sure. You’ll have to ask her, but then she may not know herself.”
 “Where’s the girl now?” she pressed, looking about.
 “Bathroom and she has a doctor from Memorial in there with her.” He indicated the bathroom door. “Weapon she used to defend herself with—” he was careful to not call it a murder weapon and to keep repeating the term self defense in all its permutations—“is there.” He knew from experience that DA’s picked up on the wording of a police report. If the cops used the right wording, the DA would not be going out of his way to prosecute a murder of a defenseless man killed in his sleep. Not here, not today.
 “So you handled the weapon?” asked Denny, jotting down Marcus’s remarks in shorthand.
 “I had to get it outta her hand; kid was traumatized. And hey, don’t misquote me, okay?”
 “Not a chance, Mr. Rydell.”
 “Give me a moment with the girl, will you?” Marcus then asked.
 “Don’t know if that’s a good idea,” countered Dobbins, her eyes flashing at Denny’s.
 “I’m the one found her like this; I just want her to know she can call me any time for help, day or night. Besides, she doesn’t like cops. Says a cop sold her to this creep.”
 “An Atlanta cop? No way,” replied Denney Hodges. Dobbins looked equally dubious.
 “Says a cop sold her to this bag of shit Quinn.” He then brushed past them, ignoring any objections. He next rapped on the bathroom door and heard the doctor from inside say, “Just a minute. Toweling off.”
 Marcus hesitated a moment. “I’m comin’ in.” He stepped inside to find that the pretty, young Dr. Holley had the shivering girl cocooned in a huge towel. “Listen up, the both of you,” he whispered, automatically gaining their attention. “Things could go badly for you, Kim, unless we all keep a secret.”
 “What secret?” asked Dr. Holley.
 “Don’t tell anyone—no one—ever that the first blow to the head of Mr. Turd in there was while he was sleeping, understood?”
 “He was sleeping,” Kim managed.
 “No, he was raping you again. Held the camera over you. While raping you, you got hold of the hammer. Understood?”
“Are you asking the child to lie?” Dr. Holley held Kim against her.
“That’d be wrong.”
 “Keep your voice down.” He met the doctor’s lovely eyes. “Sometimes it takes a lie to prove a truth.” Rydell squatted to be eye to eye with the girl. “Look, Kim, so far as anyone need know, Pigman in there was awake when you defended yourself against him. Nod if you understand.”
Kim nodded successively.
 “Say it.”
 “He was a-a-awake.”
 “When you struck him, yes, he was awake and attacking you. Understand, Kim?”
 “He attack me.”
 “Not for the first time.”
 “No, not first time.”
 Rydell caught a glimpse of himself in the mirror, and he thought, how terrible I
look. He’d not slept well for months.
 “You expect me to stand by while you coach the child?” asked Dr. Mallory at his shoulder.
 “Otherwise, they can put Kim behind bars.”
 “Not for what she did.”
 “Yes, for what she did.”
 “That’s crazy,” said Dr. Holley. “The man was molesting her.”
 “I know the law, and the law will jail her or juvvie-hall her if she doesn’t do exactly as I say.”
 “But—”
 “The detectives and the uniformed cops’ll be sympathetic to the girl’s abuse. They’ll do a rape kit.”
 “I know all that but still—”
“Kim’s what, fourteen, fifteen? They’re going to have to rule out consent, and it’ll muddy the waters if they think she’s a runaway and a prostitute. Her innocence’ll be questioned, whether she was kidnapped, held against her will, or came here willingly.”
Kat Holley watched Rydell fill the washbasin with water, throw gobs of it into his face and eyes and then towel off. She watched him reach out then with a calm hand to touch and reassure the girl by fingering her cheekbone. “Remember, Kim, be brave and don’t volunteer any information, and once you tell a story don’t change one word. And at some point, the good cops, they’re going to want you to describe the policeman who sold you to Mr. Turd in there.”
 “His name is Quinn. He tell me his name is Quinn. Mr. Quinn.”
 “No need to be polite to a monster. He doesn’t deserve the respect of being called Mister. Just remember, you defended yourself against the turd in there?”
“Yes, Quinn,” she reminded him.
 “Sounds like a name for a troll. Fits, doesn’t it? So did you ever hear what he called the other man, the one who sold you to him?” For the first time in months, Rydell felt alive inside.
“Smith . . . Mr. Smith.”
 “Of course, Smith. Makes perfect sense.”
 “Whataya think?” asked Kat.
 “I rather doubt his real name’s Smith.”
 “She frowned at this. “Thanks for your having taken the time to advise the girl. I’ll stick with her through the hospital procedure, and I’ll get social services involved.”
 “Like before, huh?”
 “It’s the only game in town, sorry.”
 He put on a smile for Kat Holley. “I know some people over there; I’ll send someone who gives a damn to meet you at Memorial.” Rydell, gave the child a big thumbs up. “There’s a stretcher outside, Kim. You want a ride? Ride like an Empress? Big strong men carrying you, like on a magic carpet ride?”
 “I thought the stretcher was for the dead turd,” said Dr. Holley.
 “Nahhh . . . he can walk,” joked Marcus. “Besides, CSI team has to come in, do their thing before the body’s removed. We’ll let Kim take the stretcher.”
 Dr. Holley touched his hand, the one that’d reached out to Kim. “You’re a good guy, you know that?”
 He was taken by surprise at this. “Not really.”
 “World needs more like you.”
Marcus thought about his sad dance with his depression and his Glock only a half hour before. He jokingly indicated his puffed up chest, beating it as an ape might. “I strong like bull.” He managed a weak smile.
 “Make light of it if you like, but I know better.”
 “Take care of the girl, Doc, and follow my lead, or you’ll be visiting Kim here in prison where her cesspool education continues.”
 The silence between them was like an impenetrable door for a long moment. He finally added, “So, it’s up to you, and you, Kim . . . keep silent on the subject of Quinn’s being asleep when you first struck him, understand? No one must know that the first blow came while he was totally defenseless, got it?”
 Dr. Holley nodded. “Got it. We got it.”
 “Kim?”
 The large-eyed child repeated the words. “Got it.”
 Marcus then added, “Don’t want some blind-justice DA getting hold of her for a law that’s all wrong for the circumstances.”
 “Sure, sure.” Dr. Holley held Kim’s hand now. “Just thank God you dropped whatever and came running.”
 “Instinctive for a former cop, I guess. Nothing heroic in it.”
 “We might have a fight over that one.”
 “When?” he said automatically but not seriously.
 “Over drinks maybe at O’Dule’s? Later?”
 “What do you know of O’Dule’s?”
 “ I’ve seen you there.”
 “Why haven’t I noticed?”
 Dobbins or Hodges began banging on the door, Dobbins calling out, “You comin’ out, Rydell, or do I gotta come in there and get you?”
 “Sounds like she likes you,” commented Holley.
 “Ahhh, yeah, a real fan.” Marcus yelled through the door. “We’re comin’!”
 “So…what about it?” the dirty blond asked.
 “About it? Oh, drinks? Really? You serious, Doc?”
 “Say around nine tonight?”
 He hesitated. “Well . . . I mean . . . if—”
 “If what?” She flashed a beatific smile.
 “If I can get finished with my business,” he replied, the thought of the gun deep in his throat tasting of metal.
 “You just find a way to get there. I want to get to know more about you, Detective.”
 He laughed. “No one’s called me that in a long time.”
 “I hear once a detective, always a detective.”
 “And you know this how?”
“I was married to one, or rather he’d have been a detective . . . if he’d ever had the chance to take the exam.”
 “Was? Had?”
 “Killed in the line of duty. Got a tightly folded flag . . . handed to me at the funeral.” She looked as if she might tear up.
 “I’m so sorry.”
 “People kept telling me time alone helps, but it’s not working for me.”
Me neither, he thought but said nothing.
 “I’m never going to be over it,” she continued, “so I quit trying. It’s always there. Every waking hour.”
 “I know what you mean. Ahhh, listen, I’ll ahhh . . . see you at O’Dule’s, doctor,” he lied.
 “Promise?”
 “Ahhh . . . yeah, promise.”
T H R E E
 

Marcus rushed from the bathroom and the apartment, pushing past two incoming detectives who knew him from earlier days, one being JT—John Thomas, Atlanta Jack.
“Whoa, buddy, where’re you heading?”
Marcus grunted a hello at the younger investigators but kept moving. “Talk to the uniforms. They’ve taken my statement.”
Jack stopped him cold, grabbing hold of his arm. “You know how these things go, Marcus. We gotta hear it from you direct.”
In the hallway, Marcus repeated his story, again making sure to select his words with care. “The girl deserves our best, JT.”
“We all hate child molesters, Marc—cut above private dicks,” he joked. “If I can slant the paperwork in the kid’s favor, well, you know me.”
“Thanks, JT. Glad you caught this one. Now, we done here? I got other business to attend to.”
 “You look like hell, Marcus, and why’ve you gone missing lately?”
 “Thanks for the assessment Jack, but who asked you?” He skipped down the stairwell, more aware of his bare feet than ever, and once back at his door, he cursed himself for having left it ajar. He ended by stepping inside and slamming the door behind him and sliding down to the floor.
 The morning had taken a lot out of him.
 Still, he’d planned for this to be his last day on the planet. His fingers slipped round to the gun couched in the small of his back.
 He sat in the semi-dark, his curtains pulled tight against the world. In the near distance, he heard the wrecking ball again. It had become his requiem, and it and he had been rudely interrupted.
“Now where was I?” He again placed the gun barrel into his mouth. He fingered the trigger, and then stopped himself again. “Where was I before the plaster snowfall came from overhead?”
 The aged, seasoned detective knew better. At fifty-two-years of age, he knew that no one would in the least take notice of his passing; much less his going out with a half-assed, puny punch line.
 Marcus had filled a dark little corner with discarded beginnings of his final remarks. Enough morbid notes to fill a wastepaper basket—the sour notes, the vague and bluesy notes, the brave new and courageous notes; the teeth-gritting defiant one, along with a swallowed pride, grief-stricken, broken spirited diatribe, and an excusing monologue. None of it Shakespeare.
 One note accused everyone else and no one at once. And one blamed life itself, a note on the danger of being unprepared: when life comes at you with a meat cleaver... He’d ended with jotting down a real gem indeed: I know it’s my own damn fault. Then he asked himself, “How serious am I in this, my final endeavor, if I’m cribbing lines for my suicide note from Jimmy Buffet?
 Maybe he’d just leave every twisted, torn up, balled up note for whomever to find and collate. A clear reflection of the scattered energies and broken pieces of his mind. If and when the officious ‘they’ finally looked in on the guy in 48-B. Sure, might be his best plan yet—a serialized suicide note in fifty-two parts, the number of years he’d spent on the planet and ironically the number of cards in a standard deck. Fifty-two sketchy layers of personality; fifty-two attempts at saying g’bye to it all. A ballet of delay until finally comes the single fire straight through the palate and into the brainpan.
Who needs-be conventional about a suicide note? he asked himself and immediately became angry at this latest seesaw of indecision and silliness.
Why haven’t I already pulled the damn trigger? No guts? Coward. Come’on, you won’t feel a thing . . . not ever again. Perhaps it was the finality of it all that made going through with it so difficult.
 But then there was the fear of doing it here in APD’s jurisdiction; it’d mean jerks like Dobbins and others would catch the call. The idea of former friends like Atlanta Jack working his suicide, people he knew in life pawing over his body, autopsy included, everyone making cop jokes over his suicide notes.
 Rydell had gone over all the missteps of his checkered career as a detective with the Atlanta Police Department, and the disgraceful way his career had ended. From all accounts, he’d gotten three other cops killed, his partner and two uniformed officers, on a routine errand—serving papers on a guy named Iden Cantu. But they all knew going in that it was a celeb job—as Cantu had become well known in and around Atlanta for two reasons—something bad that’d happened with men under his command in Iraq, and the fact he’d become a local “professional” hunter of big game. In fact, Stan had hoped to get the man’s autograph on something other than a legal document. The restraining order against the burly ex-marine had been violated. Now it’d turned into a subpoena situation. But it’d gone badly—very badly indeed. Backfired in fact, as in kill the messenger. Messengers in this case.
 It’d been a brutally slow month at headquarters. Marcus and his partner, Stan, wouldn’t normally be serving papers, but orders came through, and the stacks of un-serves threatened to tickle the roof. In addition, Stan thought it’d be a hoot to meet Iden Cantu, while Marcus had gone in resenting the duty. In fact, Marcus decided from the outset that their two uniformed guides would do the actual honors. After all, he and Stan were detectives, but at the last minute, Stan had insisted. Atop Stan’s idol worship—talking non-stop about Cantu’s ability in the bush with a high-powered rifle, Stan was somehow related to someone related to this creep’s wife and kids. Going in, it never occurred to any of them that the guy was wired on steroids.
Deadly routine was the cop’s phrase for being shot while writing a parking ticket or serving papers.
 Iden “Big Head” Cantu had come at them with an arsenal. Out-gunned and taken by surprise, all hell’d broken loose that day, and Marcus had lost time—had actually blacked
out. He’d done so amid a hail of gunfire coming at them.
 When Rydell awoke, shaken, perspiring, and confused, incapable of making any audible sense, he lay in a pool of blood that day. The blood of Stanislav “Stan the Man” Miersky commingled and congealing with that of Officers Terry Mallory and Joely Blankenship. He recalled how the blood looked purple and shinny against the two blue uniforms worn by Mallory and Blankenship. Saw how their nametags had been smeared with it.
 Sadly, Stan left a wife and two children, Mallory had a young wife in the picture, and Blankenship was a woman preparing to marry a stockbroker that summer. It’d been almost four years ago now.
 IAD had instantly swooped in on the shooting, and while the creep Cantu had disappeared clean away, Marcus hadn’t been grazed by a bullet or in the least harmed, despite a suit covered in blood. Marcus hadn’t an explanation for the lack of wounds, the black out, or why he was alive. And the more he used the black out as explanation, the more it became characterized as an excuse, and so the more it sounded like a lie, as if he’d simply lost his nerve and hid among the dead during the gun battle. Some did indeed assume he’d played possum among the dead, thus allowing Iden Cantu to literally walk through the carnage and the blood of his victims and straight out the front door.
 Cantu had left other carnage as well. Across town. Deep inside the ex-wife’s home, the bodies of his children and his ex—executed.
Unfortunately for Marcus, this hadn’t been his first dance with Internal Affairs, and they set their combined will against him. He was a marked man after that, and the rumors and innuendo only mounted as the weeks, months, and years had gone by. Other cops began to avoid him, and he became more and more a pariah in everyone’s eyes, including men he’d held as friends, including his commanding officer, Captain Paul Brunner.
Soon no one wanted to work with Rydell. “When IAD wants your head, they will have it eventually,” Captain Brunner had warned him early on. “They’re gunning for you, so you just go in for that psych evaluation and that physical, old man. No questions asked.” Old man was a term of admiration for any copy who’d lasted to his fiftieth year on the force without burning out or taking early retirement. Brunner had begun to hint that perhaps retirement was in the cards for Marcus.
 “To hell with tests and doctors and shrinks, Captain. I wanna go after Cantu.”
 ““You’re in for evaluation and overhaul, Marcus!” Brunner ordered. “That’s the holy all of it.”
 “I want that murdering SOB!”
 He was ordered to stand down, jockey a desk, take the tests, and all the while Cantu avoided capture, using the thick, Georgia Mountains as his refuge.
 In fact, Cantu had disappeared like smoke. No one knew where he was, and now four years later, the fugitive cop-killer remained at large. Some people wanted to believe he’d fallen off the earth, was swallowed by quicksand, gored by a monster razorback in the wilds and devoured by the hog. Certainly would be a fitting end to the monster. Satan wanted Cantu as much as Marcus did, but not by much.
 Marcus’s personal life had fallen apart in tandem with his professional life. Beverly had filed for divorce soon after the drinking and depression had claimed Rydell along with the guilt that mired him. Bev said it was for the sake of the kids and her sanity. A faithful devotee of the Oprah and Dr. Phil TV shows, Bev went for the jugular, first emptying their joint accounts and then moving on to divorce him. She’d taken his kids to freaking Ohio, and the courts gave him no recourse to her actions except to order him to pay child support. His son, James Wesley, fifteen, precious; his daughter, Kelsey Marie, eleven, priceless. His bank account in 2009 zero.
 It’d been close to two years now since the divorce, and four since the divorce from Atlanta PD. Internal Affairs Detective Self-Righteous-Ass, otherwise known as Robert Charles, had made his life hell. The rat had made it a personal vendetta to see that Marcus turn in his badge and gun.
 A buyout of sorts, supported by Brunner at that point.
 He might have fought it a few more months, but he learned he had no one on his side. Even his union rep and his lawyer doubted his black out story since no medical cause had ever been established for the black out that day—or any of the subsequent black outs— which only he knew of.
 As a result of all this personal and professional turmoil, Marcus had gotten his license as a private investigator—otherwise known as early
cop retirement. He’d tried to make a go of the Insite PI Agency, even set up a website for the agency as he worked largely from his computer, demonstrating some techniques on YouTube. But cases were few and far between; even the handful he did sign amounted to catching some idiot dropping his trousers someplace other than home. Catching indiscretions on camera, now a popular TV sport as well, proved as tedious and as unfulfilling as Marcus had always imagined. His more interesting cases so far involved bounty hunting, cases wherein for whatever reason, a guy had bolted from a bondsman, a girlfriend, the law, or a spouse. It came as no surprise to Marcus just how many people wanted to disappear.
 Marcus was the first to admit he was no DAWG, and after a while, this kind of work felt like following alley cats about. The only reward was payment. No such thing in this racket as a job well done and pride in the doing of it. No real winners, while up to his neck in pathetic losers. No sense of justice served; no proper feeling of closure. Line between right and wrong, good and evil completely blurred. Just wasn’t there, and the money couldn’t make up for the need to bathe afterwards.
 As a once respected and admired city detective, he’d never judged success in terms of the paycheck. He’d measured his life out in a series of cases, many of them sensational, and all of them solved except for the one that brought him down. All the cases in the win column meant nothing now. In detective work as in sports and many another field, you were only as good as your last win.
 So here he sat in the darkened room.
 Gun in hand.
 Clock ticking away.
 Gun barrel wet from his sucking on it.
 A wrecking ball pounded somewhere off in the distance, strangely, seemingly growing louder, nearer with each explosion of brick and mortar. Outside his sparse apartment the usual Atlanta nightlife had revved up. In fact, life went by in the manner of an old Nickelodeon theater—the noisy music of the street. The kind of thing Neil Diamond turned into music. But here the same sounds only brought on more isolation.
 Still, that pulse, the rhythms of life, electric and vibrant and exclusive to a city the size of Atlanta somehow reverberated in his veins and arteries as well, hinting at music within, hinting at life within.
 The Atlanta, Georgia night had come awake The apartment building, too, had come awake. Part of the city’s pulse. Here came the incessant stomping in the hallway, shouting on the stairwell, and clanging and banging in an overhead apartment that he’d learned to ignore, now filled with a CSI team and detectives. All the while, Marcus had sat in silence alongside darkness, wondering if he’d ever again see morning light. But now came an added, unusual shuffle of life and activity banging about overhead. He couldn’t chalk it up to the usual domestic squabbles that fill an old apartment building. This was the noise of sirens, stretchers boarding elevators with rusty springs. Why should this venerable old place on Oleander Street, here since 1979, be any different than any other place in the city—a possible crime scene?
 Sleep had been so fitful. One reason for his inability to find slumber was how terribly he missed his children, Kelsey and James. A real problem, insomnia. Too much pressure. Too much on his mind. Enough to drive a good man mad.
 He looked again at his latest crummy suicide note. Mrs. Page, his high school English teacher would reach out from the grave, scrawl a big red D+ across this one only because she liked him. Marcus wadded it up, tossed it on the pile in the corner, and pressed the trigger slightly harder this time. This time, it’s done…over…kaput.
An enormous explosion rocked his ears, he’d heard right. Didn’t feel a thing. Why am I alive to hear the explosion? After all, who but the wounded remain alive to hear and feel the reverb of the explosion? Oughta be stone dead or at least stone deaf from a Glock going off in my mouth. Then he thought that damn wrecking ball had somehow come through his wall. Then he realized the giant bang had not come from his nine-millimeter or a wrecker, but from the apartment overhead. As fine plaster rained down over him. Some fool among the authorities had no doubt slipped on the blood and had hit the floor hard. Hopefully, it was Dobbins.
He’d love to know that Dobbins had landed on her ass. Still not reason enough to postpone a good suicide, he told himself and went about the attempt anew.
 
 
 
 
 

 

 F O U R
 

Marcus remained alone in his isolation camp, 48-B. Now all the power of the voice that told him he was no longer a fit for this world heralded him, first cajoling and warmly inviting, next berating and accusatory, and wanting his undivided attention again. Here the darkness of it all enveloped him, or very near so. Or had he chosen to cloak himself in it? And was the end result that of his own bad attitude? Or the result of all that’d happened to him? Or how he chose to react to it? Had he embraced the depression, inviting it to come into his pores, to fully take him over?
 He didn’t want to think of himself as having brought this all on himself. But there it sat, this albatross of a thought. It came with that question of his attitude, the one string he could play, the one thing he could challenge and tinker with and adjust, and here it sat, taking up space. It’d taken up its cause for the simple reason that it’d always been here. Rooted in who he was; rooted in his brain. He realized, too, that he had so liked her attitude—this lady doctor with whom he’d shared Kim’s pain. The lady he’d met by happenstance. He realized anew how serendipitously life played with people.
Things change; life is ever changing, every moment. Give yourself time, his right side insisted.
Quit thinking so much and just get it over with, his left side chastised him, severely so, calling him a coward. Goading him on to pull the trigger. But the other side kept saying, “Whoa, whoa, whoa…slow down.” Meanwhile, all he could really think about now—even with the muzzle placed anew against the roof of his mouth, was Dr. Holley’s fiery, lake-blue eyes.
Damn fool, he thought. I ought to be seeing my son’s eyes, my daughter’s eyes but no. It’s the doctor upstairs. Seeing Kat Holley tonight at O’Dule’s—or at least the idea of it—had fully infiltrated his thoughts.
Had she been flirting with me upstairs?
Don’t be ridiculous.
Flirting amid the carnage and ugliness of apartment 58-B? 
 “Damn straight,” he muttered aloud to the competing thoughts.
 She was flirting with me, wasn’t she? Not my imagination at all. Flirting unashamedly with old-enough-to-be-her-father me. Enough to make a determined man go irresolute, and a good man go bad.
 The doctor’d told him that she’d noticed him at O’Dule’s on occasion. He’d been in such a funk for so long, he hadn’t noticed, hadn’t even known that she lived in his building.
 He searched his memory for her; he must’ve noticed her at one time or another, coming and going here, or at the corner bar. For the life of me…can’t recall ever seeing her at O’Dule’s.
But he would tonight. That is if he didn’t kill himself first.
 The pounding of the wrecking ball down the street began to sound out a beat like something out of Jack & The Beanstalk. Maybe it was the giant’s heart at work.
Hmmm…end it all now, Marcus weighed it up, or find out what Doctor Katrina Holley has in mind for me, or for herself…of, dare I think it? For the two of us?



* 
 Rydell put away the gun for now.
There was more to his depression than simply having been “discharged without prejudice” from the force under a cloud no one could explain. There remained the mystery of the blackout occurring that day, and the black outs that had returned infrequently since in the past several years. Each such “going away” struck Marcus as mini-deaths, but deaths from which he returned, while Stan would never return.
 Even before that first black out during the crisis, Rydell’s body had sent up red flags—flyers from the interior desperate for his attention. His body had been trying to tell him something wasn’t right months before, but he’d chosen to ignore the signs. His arrogant brain pretty much ignored his body, and he had paid no heed before the day that Stan, Terry, and Joely had been killed like dogs around him. 
 Few people understood the depth of depression brought on when friends and associates died around you, and you’re left alive, like those weather reports that have one family at 1102 Medowbrook Lane completely wiped out and killed while the folks at 1103 were left untouched, or soldiers killed in an explosion save one, or as when firemen are killed in a blaze that others survived.
Deep, deep in the soul, Rydell knew that if he’d not blacked out, he’d’ve been just as dead as the others and would not have the luxury of four years to wonder why. To contemplate all these years the sick why of it, the psycho reasoning of a cold-blooded spree killer who chose to let him live. And still no answers.
Why had Iden Cantu chosen as he did; why had he allowed Marcus life over death? Why this generosity so at odds with the taking of three other lives? Six in fact as authorities later learned of the earlier murders—those of Cantu’s wife and children. The typical spree-killer took no pity or prisoners.
Did Cantu allow him to live unscathed physically knowing that it would scar him psychologically?  
 All this time and no answers, and all this time Marcus had kept up a steady barrage of self-hatred, telling himself, “I failed those who fought with me.”
Perhaps only God and Cantu knew the full story. To black out, there must be a cause, a catalyst, but so far, to date, the mystery remained. It loomed large in his mind every waking moment and in his subconscious as well. It proved a complete mystery to his physician, Dr. Harold Black as well. Perhaps seventy now if a day, old Doc Black worked with a palsied hand and had been unable to pinpoint the root cause of Rydell’s unusual problem. Black, now suffering from cancer himself, had sent Marcus to specialists for tests.
No heart problems, no blood clots in the lungs, no ballooned arteries in the brain, no encephalitis, no thyroid issues, nothing showing on the CAT scan or the MRI. Rydell proved the adage, a walking medical mystery.
 He had PI cases pending, work needing to be done, things to do. Still, none of it appealed to Marcus any longer. In fact, nothing had appeal for him, not for some time now. Not food, not drink, not sex nor drugs, and certainly not life.
 So he sat with the gun for hours.
 Paced the cave of his apartment.
 Took long moments to gaze into the photos of his children, of himself and Bev on a beach in Florida, of times past before the incident, before all life had turned sour.
He found himself back to square one, sitting on his bed below the light fixture that had rattled and sent white dust over him from above, and had alerted him to something amiss up there. Unfortunately, not even saving Kim from her captor had changed his mind about what he was and where he wanted to be. Life still sucked.
 His clock ticked and displayed the fact it was 7PM and still the wrecking ball sounded nearby. Working overtime.
 He tried the taste of his gun barrel again.
 At the same time, he wondered what was that perfume she’d worn to the murder scene.
Do you hear yourself? Don’t be a dunce!
 He tightened his grip on the gun. Two hours into the future, after he will have killed himself, a beautiful young woman would walk into O’Dule’s searching every dark corner for any sign of him, but she’d find none. He’d be a no-show. In fact, he’d give new meaning to the term.
 He tightened his grip around the gun, his knuckles bloodless with it.
 

 * 
 

The wrecking ball had stopped its horrible work, and finally Marcus could think. Instead of doing away with himself, for the time being, Marcus decided a really nice, long, hot and languid shower would be a good alternative. Definitely, a shower was called for, as he could not recall his last time under the spray.
He put the gun aside. His legs moved him now, taking control, going for the shower. Part of the old brain thought him and his legs silly, thought him an idiot for the way he’d begun thinking about Dr. Katrina Holley, allowing her visage to replace his intent. And for what?
 She most assuredly had to have an ulterior motive. She knew he was a veteran cop, and even a retired cop is still a cop. Likely knew he was running a lame private eye agency out of his so-called home.
 She’d sized him up, how he’d handled the situation with Kim upstairs. Sure, she liked the way he’d handled the situation. Liked his take charge attitude as automatic as it was. No doubt she wanted to hire him, to either tail a boyfriend or to intimidate one—or to get pictures proving infidelity. The usual scuttling and spying and smut work.
She deserved better repeated itself a hundred times in his mind. That and more self-deprecating words. All that and more bombarded him until he began to think himself a fool. A depressed fool at that.
 The young doctor did deserve everything life offered, deserved the smorgasbord of it all. Deserved the fabled horn of plenty…certainly plenty more than he.
 After all, she was a good-looking woman. Even if she were still mourning her lost true love—this young cop she’d referred to surely she had suitors. And how often were suitors trouble? Most assuredly, she needed his help a great deal more than she needed him. Far more interested in his resume than in Marcus Rydell.
To be expected, he told himself, searching for a fresh bar of soap, a clean towel, here in the bathroom.
Good sign, he told himself, that he could still muster up the occasional sarcasm.
He took his time in the shower. He had nowhere to go and plenty of time not to go there. Soon the rhythmic spray and his focus had zeroed in on O’Dule’s—how it might go tonight, nine. And why not? Maybe he was wrong about her. Maybe she didn’t want him for the usual reasons a babe wanted a PI—his expertise with a gun and an intuitive mind for sleuthing. Maybe she just wanted someone safe to hang out with and talk to and have a drink, a few laughs, some fun. How much fun? he queried himself, thinking how strange that a small noise like the warm spray over his head could put an end to the huge noise of the wrecking ball and the jackhammer in his head.
 That’d be refreshing, different if this woman were interested in him rather than hiring him.
Some date she’d make, he thought and smiled at the silliness he’d allowed into his mind. Stupid old man. He couldn’t recall the last time he’d been out with someone. And here was a woman of class, a woman soon making a lot of money, top of her game, confident, strong-willed, opinionated, complicated, and difficult in a good way. Capable, obviously positive and appreciative of life, well-dressed, and she had a knock out smile.
 It’d be worth it just to see that smile again. Even if only once more.
 Still, doubt—doubt of himself, doubt of his motives, and hers—like a mischievous imp infiltrated here under the hot spray. Maybe he ought to quit daydreaming and dry off, get dressed for his final act and be done with it. Nobody liked a man of indecision; nobody ever really liked Shakespeare’s character Hamlet for that very reason—an indecisive teenager.
“To be or not to be…” he shouted aloud. “To live or to die…that is the question and the heart of indecision.
 Again with Dr. Holley’s smile; again it dominated his thoughts. On the one hand the grave, on the other her company even if for a mere hour.
F I V E


O’Dule’s bar and bistro stood like an invitingly cozy, ivy-laden, green painted Irish drawbridge at the bottom of a large brownstone castle—welcoming at the base of an older structure with pinnacles and spiral outcroppings, missing only the gargoyles. The building had character, the character of the sixties, but like Rydell’s building down the street, it’d been slated for eventual knock-down. Another mall was needed. And while the wrecking ball might take a year, it would find O’Dule’s, despite the sad complaint of old-time patrons. Blind as a wrecking
ball had become the battle cry of the opposition in op-ed pieces in the Atlanta Constitution. To be sure, a small but vocal minority favoring old Atlanta to new—the same group that stood against gambling casinos and urban renewal plans geared only to the tourism trade The same group who preferred to say confound it instead of a four-letter word. Still, who could fight it? The New Look of ’Lanta with its own theme song, an old Disney favorite about blue birds and butterflies, peaches and sunshine? And jobs! Men at work, even women at work alongside illegals at work. Meanwhile the fat got fatter, rich richer—men of position and wealth made it so; men with deep pockets who laid out small fortunes on a media campaign blitz that proved Pavlov’s Dog was alive and well.
 A whole other world of concerns Marcus had little use for as he made his way down the humid street to the bar.
 O’Dule’s flanked two streets—Peachtree Street and a peach pit of a court named for a governor lost in time. In summer, extra seating outdoors enticed the yuppie crowd to sit among the twittering birds in the trees, which would not be here next year. Outdoor seating under the stars blotted out by the city lights. Seating amid the sweet Oleander bushes but the odor of flowers always lost out to car fumes.
 A blustery wind kept threatening to become more than just gusts. It kicked up debris from gum wrappers and matchbooks to political flyers and plastic bags to discarded vials and tossed Styrofoam cups, plastic utensils, and ticket stubs. A virtual parade of trashed items happened by in the growing river of wind. This oughta make outdoor seating even more of an adventure than it already was, he thought. The whole notion needed to be lampooned by a comedian of Louis Black’s stature.
 Rydell hated the little iron chairs along the side street. He much preferred the dark interior of the old Irish bar, as it reminded him of his days as a young patrol officer in Chicago. However, Dr. Holley had gotten to O’Dule’s ahead of him and had taken an outdoor table. Wrought iron on the rear, he thought and frowned, most unpleasant.
 Dr. Holley waved him to the table she’d located alongside the city gutter where a thin black metal railing separated the table from parked cars on the side street. He said nothing about it, sure that for her smile, a man could put up with any discomfort. Instead, Marcus waved and joined her under the absent stars, amid the war between Oleander perfume and car fumes, alongside the twittering of small rodents where the entertainment consisted of a discarded paper bag dancing to the whims of the wind—as opposed to a TV inside tuned to ESPN’s sports highlights of the day.
 “Hope you don’t mind,” she began as Marcus approached.
 “The table? No, nahhh…love the great outdoors, if you can call this the outdoors,” he lied and joked simultaneously while pulling out a seat. Multi-tasking, he thought but said, “Nice night for under the stars if only we could see them.”
She grinned up at Marcus, and he sat opposite, listening to the squirrels and birds chattering at one another, leaves waving in the warm Atlanta night, the breeze like a whisper of spirits all round them, cicadas in the distance.
 “I tipped the waiter, and here’s your favorite right here!”
 Her eyes suggested which direction he might look—over his shoulder. A waiter balancing a pint glass of Guinness was heading straight for him. The foam thick, the rich dark beer slopping over the heavy glass, Rydell shook his head, impressed. “You have my drink down.” A flash message inside his head asked how much else does she know about me?
 “Like I said, I’ve seen you here before.”
 “Ain’t no secrets here, heh?”
 “You’re an open book.”
 He laughed at this, thinking, And you wanna quick read?
“What? What’d I say?” she replied to his laugh and the quizzical look on his face.
God, she’s cute, he thought. A blink of a thought that God had ushered her to him, perhaps? In order to save him from himself? Such thoughts began to take root and form even as he worked to dismiss them, as he seriously doubted that God would have anything to do with a man filled with such venom as he. “No one’s called me Detective for a long time,” he finally explained his laughter to her. “I’m a PI now, but I suspect you already know that too.”
 “I’ve heard as much around the building.”
 “And here?”
 “Yeah and here.”
 “Some PI, huh?” He again laughed and found it like a new experience. “Every Tom, Dick, and Harry in the city isn’t—I repeat isn’t—supposed to know a PI is a PI.”
“Then how do you get clients?”
 “Another trade secret.”
 “No advertising?”
 “No budget for it anyway.”
 They shared a smile, and she said, “In any event…the distinctly Irish-O’talian bartender here, named Mario?”
 “Yeah, Mario…what about him?”
 “Mario told me he was your secretary, so there.”
 “You caught that did you?” he asked, eyebrows raised. “So you’ve been making inquiries as well as watchin’ me drink?” Yeah, just as I suspected, he thought. She wants to hire me. Business. Shit.
 “Gotta know who I’m dealing with,” she continued. “A girl can’t be too careful these days.”
 He nodded then sipped at his beer. “So who do you want killed?” he only half-joked, expecting her to finally lay down her cards, discuss the real reason for her having flirted her way into his life—her need of his services.
 “A man I’ve never met,” she replied in as cold a tone as he’d ever heard.
 “Hey, listen to me, Dr. Holley. I was only kidding. I don’t do murder for hire.”
 She ignored this. “The man got my husband killed.”
 He was only mildly curious about the details. Some drug dealer had gotten her husband hooked on cocaine or heroin perhaps? Or someone had talked the young fool into some other danger, say robbing a bank? Or some schlep had involved him in a criminal mastermind plan that unraveled before it was raveled? She’d said he was a cop, so it may’ve been a dirty-cop entanglement.
Everything comes clear now, he realized. She has no interest in me beyond certain professional talents. Wants a hired gun. Wants some sort of revenge and closure.
“You should go home, Doctor.” His tone was dead.
“Home?” He watched her teeth clench at the suggestion.
“Yes, home and think about your future and don’t look back.” Marcus took a deep gulp of his dark beer to chase his words.
“I’ll meet your price, Detective.” Now she’d become haughty like a rich client talking down to her hired man.
“I said I don’t hire out for murder.”
“I can lead you right to him—the bastard.”
She wasn’t hearing a word he said. “I don’t care if you’ve done the footwork or not.”
“Footwork?” she seemed distracted by the word.
“Yes, said you have a lead on the guy.”
 “Ahhh…” She nodded. “I do.”
He nodded and sipped again at his beer wondering if hemlock was this color. “Don’t care if you do. Like I said—”
 “I can give you his address, his name.”
 “Doctor, you’re talking murder-conspiracy.”
 “I’m aware of that.”
 “I don’t wanna know another word. No address, no name.”
 “1408 Peachtree.”
 “Whoa, that’s our building, Doctor.”
 “Correct.”
 “First rule of murder or adultery—don’t shit where you eat.”
 “Can’t be helped in this case.” Her eyes bored into him.
 “One of your neighbors? You want me to kill someone who—”
 “Rydell.”
 “What?” He expected her to next suggest he calm down.
 “Rydell is the mark’s name.” 
 His eyes narrowed to slits, while her arms stiffened, and next her hands slipped beneath the table.
 “You mean…me?” He laughed. “This is a helluva note; irony at its finest.” He stopped short of telling her that two hours before he’d tried to eat his gun.
 “I’ve got a .38 under the table pointed right at your big gut. Can’t miss.”
 “Are you on meth, PCP or what?”
 “I’m quite within my senses and my rights.”
 “Doctor, I don’t even know you. This is crazy.”
 “All the same, any last words?”
 “Yeah, I have a few.” He thought of all the suicide notes left at his place. “Look, Doctor…” he swallowed hard. He didn’t want to die like this, not at the hand of a stranger, not knowing why. “You fire that gun and you can kiss your entire life goodbye.”
 “Not much to kiss off any longer, not without Terry.”
 “”Terry?” A light flashed on at the back of his head. “Terry Mallory?” 
 “I’ve seen plenty of gut shot wounds in the ER, Detective. Leaves a man in long suffering agony. Rips up multiple organs, a .38 slug.”
 “That oughta make you feel better. Killing me.” His deadpan voice and expressionless face slowed her racing mind, he hoped, surprised at himself, surprised at the gnawing desire to live beyond this conversation. Why was it I don’t wanna be killed by Holley when I’ve been toying with death by my own hand for weeks now? He didn’t know the answer to that one, except that he didn’t want her wasting her life this way.
 “I want to see you suffer.” She said it through clenched teeth, her tone raw and icy and full of intent and venom. This rendezvous, he guessed, was a long time coming and quite premeditated. “That’s what I want for you, Rydell. I want you to die a slow and painful death.”
 * 
 

 Marcus Rydell knew from the record that Officer Terry Mallory had bled out, dying slowly. Mrs. Mallory, sitting across from him now with a gun pointed at him, must’ve learned as much. He decided he must take tact to salvage the situation before an explosion from her weapon struck him. 
 “Don’t let the doily table cloth fool you, Doctor. This is a wrought iron table we’re at.” He let this sink in, watching her free hand examine the table lip. “You fire that gun, and I may be hit, may even be killed, but shards of iron’ll hit you and others around us as well.”
 “Shut up.”
 “It’ll be like a bomb going off in Beirut, shards of metal going in every direction.”
 “Shut up.”
 “Might blind that girl next to you, might hit someone in the jugular or the femoral artery. Person bleeds from there, he’s dead in minutes. You want innocent blood on your—” 
 “I said shut up.”
 He refused, going on. “The iron will deflect the shot, slow it down. I could survive, suffer paralysis maybe, but will that gain your ends?” Total vengeance, he thought.
 “I mean to kill you un—”
 “It’s all a matter of particle physics, as smart as betting on a dumb animal in a horse race. Booth had more going for him when he shot Lincoln. He was smart enough to place the muzzle a hand’s width from the center of the back of the head.”
 “God, you are exasperating!”
 “You don’t want to chance hurting those around us, I’m sure. So why not take me hostage, make me walk the plank so to speak back to the apartment, do the job right, make it look like a suicide?” His tone solemn, Marcus’s low-key manner and awful words seemed to throw her off her game plan.
 “Are you serious?” she asked.
 “I’m deadly serious. Are you?”
 “I am.”
 She regarded him closely, studying his eyes and watching for any slight twitch or chink in his armor, but she found none. Her features remained pinched, somehow ugly. She’d become a female Hyde.
 “You really have a gun under there?” He saw that both arms and biceps had gone tense. That the trigger already must bear some tension. Her eyes had filled with flame, her eyebrows twitching. The explosion was imminent. He thought of overturning the table onto her.
 He might leap up, take the shot lower down, or he might sit calmly in place and die as she wanted. Hell, how many times have I wanted out? This might be the way to go. But he took no action. Instead, he relied on more words. “Doctor, do you know how to fire that weapon?”
 “It belonged to my husband.”
Marcus recalled the boyish good looks. “Hardly answers my question. Look, if you’re going to do the job, I don’t want you flubbing it.”
 “T-They returned Terry’s weapon to me along with his uniform and badge.” If she hadn’t already been crying for years, perhaps she would have shed a tear now, but nothing came. A-And that damned flag that’s been stuffed in a box since. That’s what I got out of it…a handful of useless things.”
 “I’m sorry about what happened to Terry and all the—” 
“You don’t get to say his name.” Her anger flared even more, eyes determined. “A twenty-one gun salute, a flag, all the pomp and ceremony in the world means nothing against his life!”
 “I didn’t kill him or any of the others, Mrs. Mallory. Kill me if you like, but at least know that.” 
 “Bingo, chalk one up for Sherlock here. I know damn well who killed Terry, and I know all about your infamous black out.”
 “You’ve been tailin’ me all this time?” he asked, realizing the truth of it. “Takin’ up residence in my building. Following me here with a gun in your purse? Waiting for the right moment to strike?”
 “And you said you weren’t a detective anymore.”
 “So now what?” He gritted his teeth, bit his lip. “You fire?”
 “This is my show; I’ll take my own good time. Watching you squirm is the first justice I’ve had in four years.”
 “You kill me this way, and your life is over, Kat.”
 “Don’t call me that, not you, ever.”
 “Listen to what I’m saying, Doctor.”
 “My life’s over anyway! Without Terry—”
 “Then whataya waiting for, Kat?” he shouted now, drawing stares and attention from the tables around them.
 “Keep your voice down!”
 “Worried about decorum? At a time like this? Think you’ll find much decorum in the slammer?”
 “Will you just sit and squirm and shut up, Rydell!”
 “Fire that weapon and you’ll hear a lot more shouting and screaming.”
 “Shut up. Let me think.”
 Obviously, she had thought out every detail except pulling the trigger. Birds chirped in the dark leaves. A taxi whizzed to a stop halfway down the block, its horn blaring at a jogger. A large group of rowdy, noisy friends poured out of O’Dule’s, laughing, shoving one another, joking how one of their number had been scorned by some Diva at the bar who turned out to be a man in drag. 
 “You were the only one!” shouted one.
 “Man-o-man…Tony!” came another.
 “You didn’t know?”
 “I knew! I knew!”
 “Bullshit, Tone! You didn’t know shit,” shouted the loudest of the group.
“Come on, Kat, pull the trigger.” Rydell’s eyes continued the dare.
 “Don’t tempt me!”
 “Go ahead. You’ve waited a long time for this—” and so have I flit through his brain like a rabid butterfly. But I don’t want to die at her hand, he repeatedly told himself. “You’ve waited too long already,” he continued, taunting, hoping he’d not already gone too far.
 “Yeah, I’ve waited and watched and watched and waited long enough,” she agreed, “but…”
 “But what?”
 “But I want to know why first. Why, Rydell, why?” Now she was drawing everyone’s attention. Their waiter had set up vigil, about to pounce and ask them to please leave, but he held off.
“Is this what you think revenge is?”
 “It might help, yeah.”
 “Shooting me…killing me won’t get you any answers or closure, but go right ahead, Doctor…healer of the sick.”
 “I damn sure will!” she shouted through clenched teeth. Everyone around them now stared, talked in whispers, moved away.
 “Be my guest, Mrs. Mallory. What should I call you before I die? Are you really a doctor?”
 “Shut up!”
 “Fire at will…or rather at me.”
 “Will you shut up?”
 “Do it, kiddo but let me ask everyone out here to get down the block first, OK?”
 He carefully watched her body language. Tense, face quivering, lips palsied, eyes wide. She might very well pull that trigger via accident as much as purpose. Guns had a way of enticing accidents. “Go on. I’ve tried to off myself a hundred times since your husband’s death. My partner, Stan Miersky, died in the same incident along with Terry’s partner, Joely Blankenship.”
 “I know the names. I know all there is to know, and I know you didn’t even have the decency to be at Terry’s funeral.”
 “You think so? You think you know everything?”
 “I do!”
 “Do you know that Terry’s come after me long before you?”
“What’re you talking about?”
 “His ghost? Their ghosts, all three. You don’t need a funeral after that.”
 “I’m talking about this world.”
“Getting even, you mean?”
 “Exactly.”
 “Exact some good old-fashioned vigilante justice, eh?”
 “That’s what I’m talking about, that and closure.”
 “Lady, don’t for a moment think that I haven’t suffered since that day from everyone around me, not to mention the self-recrimination rooted in my brain.”
 “This isn’t about you, Rydell. Well, maybe it is but—”
 “No, it’s about you and your inability to cope since…”
 “Since Terry’s murder.”
 “Which I didn’t commit.”
 “They say you let it happen, allowed it.”
 “A lie told by liars.”
 “Like you gave his killer a…a pass or something, that maybe you owed the guy a pass, and then he opened up on all of you, killed you all…all except you. Why is that, Rydell?”
 His reputation for cutting deals with bad guys had come into question during the IAD investigation. “I don’t know, but it’s not what people think. Fact is, way my life’s been since then, you can say Iden Cantu killed all four of us that day.”
 “And he’s never been apprehended.”
 “The bastard had an escape route well planned long before we got there.”
 “Go on. I’m listening.”
 “Fooled us all—this was Iden Cantu, the infamous wild game hunter and ex-marine sharpshooter we were going to see.”
 “You didn’t take it seriously; you didn’t do your jobs? Isn’t that it?”
 “Exactly, Terry included.”
 “Terry was the best, so you just shut up about Terry.”
 A silence followed; Marcus expected the explosion but he had gotten her to talk, so perhaps she wasn’t as resolute as she pretended. Finally, she said, “So then they all let Terry’s memory fade and his case goes cold.”
 “Cantu has family, safe houses across the country, and plenty of retard and frightened friends who are all too willing to harbor the bastard.”
 “You sound just like the detectives supposedly working the case—nothing but excuses.”
 He forged on, adding, “Not to mention the densest forests since Vietnam—the Georgia mountain country. The man’s got better cover than Osama Bin Laden.”
 “So why haven’t you gone after him? You once wanted revenge, justice. You vowed you’d have it, or have you forgotten?”
 He recalled the shouts into the cameras he’d made years before, ashamed of them now.
 “A lot of us said a lot of things back then.”
 “Lame answer, Rydell. How can you not have gone after the creep. You were once a marine, trained for guerrilla warfare same as Cantu, right?”
 One psychological profiler who felt she had Cantu’s “number” and nature down pat, had suggested that Cantu somehow knew that Marcus had been ex-marine, and that this figured in his allowing Rydell to live. Marcus had not wanted to believe it, and he could not accept it. How would Cantu have known? Then again, on previous cases, Marcus and Stan had been written up in the Atlanta Constitution. Cantu could have read about his military service. Even so, what kind of logic was that?
 He must focus on the here and now, however; must focus on the threat that Mrs. Terry Mallory represented not just to him but to those around them. He could tell that she still held the gun, but she’d relaxed her grip around the deadly part that made it go boom.
 Maybe he had talked some modicum of sense into her. Maybe.
 He wondered if she’d truly meant to use that thing; wondered if she’d taken lessons before coming after him, imagining his picture in her target practice.
 Tears now formed in her eyes. A good sign, he thought. Maybe.
He gulped, expecting the explosion to hit.
 It didn’t come. Minutes ticked by.
 Marcus wondered how clumsy he’d become to let her get the drop on him this way. He again wondered what might happen if, right now, he up-ended the table. He thought better of it. Any sudden movement, the gun could go off. He most certainly did not wish to get anyone else in this life killed. Nor did he want to see her land in the slammer for life. Then again, doing nothing could also get him and others killed.
 “So what’ll we do now?” he finally asked.
 “Drink your damn beer. It’s going to be your last unless—”
 “Unless?” Had she said that before? “What unless?”
 “Unless you agree to locate Terry’s killer—this Cantu person.”
 “And if I do?”
 “Then you turn him over to me.”
 “To you? Not the authorities?”
 “To me, damn it.”
 He took a deep breath, believing she’d not wanted to kill him after all—that the gun under the table routine was primarily to gain his undivided attention. In that much, she had succeeded. “And what’ll you do if and when I hand this raving lunatic over?”
 “I’ve plans for Iden Cantu.”
 “Sister, you’re like a dog chasing a car.”
 “What?”
“You catch it, it could kill you. This maniac is far too much for you to handle.”
 “I’ll handle the sonofabitch all right. I know how to use a scalpel, remember?”
 Rydell grimaced at this. “It’s been like four years. No one’s got a clue to his whereabouts. Theory is—”
 “He’s out there somewhere.” She indicated the general direction of the street. “He’s here…in the city.”
 “In Atlanta? No way. He’s not that stupid.”
 “I tell you he’s here, and he’s findable, and you’ve got as much reason to hate the bastard as I do.”
 “And this is how you negotiate my help? At the end of a gun? Pointed at me?”
 “Come on, Rydell. Got the old blood moving in your veins, didn’t it?”
 “You’re some piece of work, Doc Holley.”
 “Who’re you kidding? We both know it’s exactly how you negotiate with yourself.”
 Marcus winced at this. Not because it was true, and not because it touched a nerve, but because she knew. She knew his darkest, most shameful secret. But how did she know? “You think you’re some kind of psychic?”
 “Doesn’t take a psychic to figure you for a suicidal washout. It’s been four years and you haven’t burned yourself yet, so I figure you haven’t really given up on life either.”
 Marcus saw one of her hands rise above the table. “Maybe the hatred has kept us both here.” He grabbed for her one free hand, held up her wrist and for the first time examined the scar camouflaged below several bracelets.
 She pulled her hand away. “OK, no secrets between us now, heh, Detective?”
 “Whataya mean?”
 “We’re both refugees from life, so to speak.”
 “I admit, life’s been a bitch for me since, but I’m managing,” he lied.
 Terry could lie with just that same straight a face, Rydell.”
 “I’m managing.” He didn’t flinch.
 “Then take the case and my deal. With the money I’ve saved, you’ll be well paid.” 
 Marcus did not know what to say. If he said no, he’d never see her again, and despite her having held him at gunpoint, or perhaps because of it, he didn’t want to believe he’d never see her again. But if he said yes, he didn’t believe he’d be able to live up to her expectations. He’d lived now for a long time without any expectations of himself. In fact, he could not recall the last time he’d had any.”
 “Will you take the case?”
 “I’m on the case. Have been for the last four years. I tell you, all the leads have dried up, and this guy has turned into the invisible man.”
 “Not anymore.”
 “What do you mean?”
 She must be holding the .38 between her knees, he thought as she rifled now through her bulging purse and plopped down several letters. He could get hold of the gun if he made an attempt now. Instead, he stared at the letters.
 “What’re these?” Rydell’s nose twitched.
 “Notes…notes from a stone cold killer.”
 “Iden Cantu?”
 “None other.”
 “Written to you?”
 “Says he wants to meet me. Says he’s admired me from afar too long now.”
“Meet you?”
 “Personally apologize, he says. “Bastard.”
 “You can’t do it.”
 “With your help, I can and I will.”
 “Don’t even think about it.”
 “I’ve given it a helluva lotta thought, and you, Mr. Experienced Detective Rydell—you are going to help me pull it off.”
 The old, tried and true line that ran through his head as he stared across at her proved all too familiar: the best laid plans of mice and men oft go astray. But what’d he have to lose?
S I X
 

 “I haven’t agreed to anything,” Rydell assured Katrina Holley-Mallory. Still he’d be intrigued by her and the letters purporting to be from Iden Cantu.
 After taking a deep breath and ordering another Guinness, Marcus began examining the letters. He muttered as he looked them over, “Could just be some sick sonofabitch getting his jollies off pretending to be Cantu, you know.”
 She didn’t answer this, as if she needn’t bother.
It took some time for him to digest the enormity of this offering. No one wanted Cantu’s dead more than he. Handwriting sample she now slapped down—likely gotten from the case file on her husband—proved a close, close match to the script found in the letters. In fact, knowing as much as he did of handwriting analysis, Marcus determined this was no hoax. The only one taunting Mrs. Mallory was her husband’s killer.
Cantu had indeed come out of hiding. Like an animal testing the waters, he was here in Atlanta, prowling…on the hunt for her?
 He could feel the long-suffering widow sizing him up as he read through the tight, forced, angry killer’s script. She had to know that he’d take this bait. She was smart, and the entire set up with the so-called .38 under the table had been to capture his attention and infuse him with some of the old feelings he’d once harbored, the notions of vengeance and retribution, the idea of righting a terrible wrong, and for that matter any feeling whatsoever. He now took a wild hair guess that there’d never been a gun beneath the table. That it’d all been a bluff.
 Then he saw the gun, like a snake, slip into her purse.
Damn straight. She did have a .38 pointed at me.
Not likely loaded, however. Maybe on safety as he’d earlier thought. Then again.
 He brushed it off for now and turned all his attention to the notes from Iden “Big Head” Cantu, who’d gained his nick name while in the marines as the man’s forehead and shaved cranium, from all his pictures, did look the part of an evil, insane Humpty Dumpty with lunatic eyes. God how he’d dreamed of one chance at cracking open that head, of shutting off the lights to those eyes. Now this. An unlikely series of events, and a highly unlikely partnership with the widow of a man Iden had killed while he, Marcus, lay helpless in Terry Mallory’s blood.
The letters. Concentrate on the damn letters. Determine what they can tell me about the whereabouts of this fiend.
 She thought she wanted vengeance. In his head, Marcus Rydell said, Vengeance is mine.
“So when do we start after him?” she asked now, breaking into his thoughts.
 “Whoa up there, Doc. No way. When I work a case, I work solo.”
 “That way you don’t get anybody else hurt, huh?”
 “That’s right. Damn right, and damn you for saying so.”
 “I know about your black outs, Marcus.”
 This silenced him.
 “I know about the mood swings, the depression, everything. Look, should you have one of those black outs at a crucial moment, Cantu will kill you, and I’ll never get what I want.”
 “You’ve really gone to school on me, haven’t you? Thought this all through, huh?”
 “I think of nothing else, night and day, and as for you, I know what cereal you eat, the brand of toothpaste you use.”
 “What precisely do you want in the end, aside from catching Terry’s killer?”
 “To see him die an agonizing, slow death.”
 “Like me? You made the same statement about me dying a painful death like Terry’s?”
 “I’d like to see worse for Cantu. Far worse if I can make it so.”
 He regarded her with a new deference. Was she this determined, this cold? “I suppose you wanna see him strapped to an operating table someplace?”
 “Preferably a table, but a stout oak tree in an isolated place will do.”
 “Where no one can hear the screams?”
 “Exactly.”
 “You going to bring the rope, too?””
 “If it takes rope.”
 “You’ve got a lot of pent up rage, Doc. Doesn’t quite jive with the whole Hippocratic oath thing.”
 “Never mind that.”
 “Are you even a doctor?” he asked again.
 “I had a year left on my residency when I lost Terry. Just taking it slow now, but once this is behind me…ahhh, it’s really none of your business.”
“Then you’re not with Memorial?”
 “No.”
 He thought of her act in Quinn’s apartment. She was good, deceptive.
 “Why in hell aren’t you working on your medical degree instead of—”
 “I don’t have any choice!”
 Others glared anew at the noise coming from their table. “Best tone it down,” he suggested. 
 “I took another year off. Promised Terry ahhh…promised myself I’d give this a year. It’s taken me two months just to find your sorry ass.”
 “That’s no way to talk to a man you want to hire.”
 “You have no idea the frustration.”
 “Which brings me to business. How much’re you willing to pay?”
 “Everything I have and in the bargain perhaps, just perhaps you’ll regain some semblance of the man you used to be.”
 “I didn’t throw myself away, Doc. Others were all too willing to heave me over the side. My boss, my friends, my wife. And what the hell do you know of the man I used to be?”
 “Don’t be a fool. I know everything about you. Everything.”
 “Everything?”
 “Down to your shorts…down to your habit of sucking on your gun instead of your thumb.”
 How could she know about that, he wondered. Then he guessed that she was fishing, and that given his blank response, she’d caught her intended game.
 “If I take it on,” he said, his hands still rummaging through the intriguing letters, “I have firm rules about how I work.”
 “I know that too.”
 “Then you know I don’t work with a woman hanging on my arm.”
 “I’m not a woman. I’m a determined woman with a lethal goal in mind.”
 He reached from the letters to her down-turned hand. “Maybe you should get on with your life.”
 She snatched her hand away.
 “Wouldn’t Terry want that?” he persisted. “Move to Tacoma, Boise, or—” 
 “Don’t pretend to know what Terry would want.”
 “He can’t have wanted you on this manhunt business.”
 “Like I said, I’m determined.”
 “You realize, we could both be thrown in jail for conspiracy to commit murder?”
 “Is it murder to put down a rabid dog?”
 “Yeah, it is if that rabid dog happens to be an American citizen.”
 “Legal bullshit and pig swallop!”
 “You kill him, he becomes the victim, so now he’s got victim’s rights.”
 “I don’t care!”
 “And you have effectively swapped places with Cantu. He is in your victim’s shoes, you are a killer, and the system will treat you as such.”
 “I can’t believe you’re talking legal technical—”
 “Ever hear of the American Civil Liberties Union? The AF of L-CIO, the US Constitution, anything on the Bill of Rights, the Magna Charta and Mr. Rodgers’s Neighborhood coda come at all to mind, Doctor?”
 “I’m willing to take the risk of offending Mr. Rodgers and anyone else on your list.”
 “You really think this is what Terry would want for you?” he repeated.
 “Get one thing straight, Detective, you don’t have the right to question me or to speak Terry’s name, understood?”
 “Why? Is it sacred?”
 She looked as if he’d slapped her.
 Marcus pushed on. “You think I’m using his name like-like in vain? Like they say using God’s name or Jesus’ name in vain?”
 “Take it as one of my commandments. Humor me.”
 “Commandments were initially deep stuff. I personally have always believed that the commandment about taking the Lord’s name in vain had a lot more to do with using it to justify harming others, going to war, and that sort of evil than mere thoughtless speech habits. Using his name for evil ends, now that’s truly in vain and in villainy.”
 “I’m not here for a sermon, Detective.”
 “No, you’re here for protection and a hired assassin.”
 “I want the mark taken alive, not assassinated.”
 “The mark?” He frowned at her use of the term. “Want him alive? So you can carve him up in the best tradition of medical surgery?”
 “Call it what you will.”
 “First do no harm,” he muttered. “Look, this maniac’s not some Joe Blow off the street and off his nut; he’s a trained assassin—a sniper, one with the best training money and the military can provide.”
 “So…so what! He’s still human.”
 “Barely. His training makes him deadly, and you can get yourself killed unless you go for the jugular—a clean kill.”
 “You’ll be paid well. Just capture him, restrain him is all I ask.”
 He leaned in over the table toward her. “Do you hear what I’m saying?”
 “ You can then walk away, fully paid, and I’ll do the rest.”
 “You don’t get it. Cantu’s more fox than human, and if he is captured, it’s part of his game-plan to get close enough to tear out your throat.” He hoped this image might dissuade her.
 “I know he’s dangerous and cunning. I get that.”
 “I’m not sure you do.”
 A long silence prevailed between them.
 He shook his head.
 Knowing nothing else he could say to dissuade her, Marcus again began examining the letters.
 *
 The music of a live Irish band that’d begun to play inside now spilled out into the street. The foot-stomping Irish rock music, so like Cajun in many respects, was at odds with their conspiratorial conversation. “You don’t get to make the decisions in this partnership, Rydell.” Again with the glare. “When you go after Iden Cantu, I’m beside you, every step of the way.”
 “I don’t work that way,” he reiterated.
“You do now.”
 “All right, I can’t work that way!”
 “You can now.”
God but she’s annoying and ballsy like a Kate Hepburn, like a bull terrier. God but it feels good to have a reason to be annoyed. And it was true. Marcus
felt alive. Excited about the prospect of tracking the mad dog they spoke of, cornering him, and squaring off against Cantu, and putting him down. Whatever had happened in the past, whatever was going to happen in the future surrounding this maniac, Marcus meant to stop the fevered brain of this creature pretending to be human. This monster sick-o now writing letters to Terry Mallory’s widow. Sick love letters.
 The ghosts and scars of Marcus’s past demanded it, and fate had taken him in hand, and fate had a beautiful face indeed, one full of rage, yes, but also full of life. Young Dr. Mallory and her letters might well be the key to Marcus Rydell’s sticking around this old world a little longer.
 “Do we or do we not have a deal?” she asked.
 
 
 * 
The night wore on in tatters and shreds as dry lightning and rolling thunder acted as counterpoint to a thousand questions playing out in Marcus’s head, while he and Terry Mallory’s wife continued to drink and talk over the Irish rock band, the speakers carrying their music as far as a block away. Anyone looking at Rydell and Dr. Mallory at this juncture who didn’t take them for a father-daughter reunion, might mistake them for a couple. On a stretch of the imagination highway, he thought. Two people out to enjoy the evening and one another anyone might guess. Anyone save one, the one who might well be watching from a distance—Iden Cantu.
 “The notes aren’t dated.” He tried to arrange them without luck. “Show me the sequence. Which came first, second, and so on.”
 “Then we’re a partnership?” she asked.
 “ Show me the order.”
 “Are we agreed then?”
 He bit his lower lip over clenched teeth. “I’m in. Now show me.”
 “Until you got hold of them, they were in order.” 
 “Please.”
 She began organizing them. “This one’s the most recent, this the first, second.” Between them lay the bundle of six letters and torn envelopes.
 “How were they delivered?”
 “Left where he knew I’d be.”
 “And the first drop, where?”
 “Terry’s gravesite.”
 “Jesus, on the grave?” He imagined the shock she must have endured opening that letter standing over Terry’s grave.
 “Left it on his headstone.”
 “Just lying on his headstone?” He didn’t know what to say, and he feared any kind words would be hurled back at him.
 “Taped…it was taped to the stone with blanketing tape to combat the wind.”
 “Blanketing tape?”
 “Sort used in any hospital. Wants me to know he knows where I work, too, I suspect.”
 “And the last letter? Where’d you find it?”
 “In my mailbox, again no postage.”
 “Mailbox? Not in our apartment building?”
 “Yes, afraid so.”
 “Then he knows where you live and work—and by extension where I live and work.”
 “Yes, it’s why we’re talking; the only reason we’re talking.”
 “How long? For how long has he been watching me?”
 “First letter showed up just over a week ago, but he’d already found you.”
 “How do you know that?”
 “It’s in the letters. He’s proud of it. His letters led me to your building.”
 “How long?” he persisted.
 “Maybe a couple of weeks. Not sure to the day.”
 “He’s been shadowing you, and you’ve been shadowing me, and he’s been shadowing you—but you don’t know how long?”
 “Afraid I don’t know the answer to that.”
 “Nice of you to let me know, Doctor.” Marcus zeroed in on the first and last letter, carefully reading while Mrs. Mallory said something about having wanted to approach him sooner. But Rydell put up a massive hand, gesturing for silence as he studied each threatening communiqué in order now, skimming each.
 After several more swallows of beer and ten minutes, he said, “These letters are the work of a ranting animal, filled with foul language and an even fouler imagination.”
 Giving it straight back to him, she muttered, “So tell me something I don’t already know.”
 In the letters, Cantu detailed and outlined how he meant to torture Katrina to death after raping her. He went into a paroxysm of detail in fact about how he meant to break every bone in her body and make a Thanksgiving turkey of her body, hang her alive yet over an open fire in the Georgia brush and literally cook her and eat portions of her flesh to “become one with mine enemies” as he put it. The cold tone and matter-of-factness of it all stood at serious odds with the four-letter words spewing forth. The reading left Marcus internally shaken.
 “This guy’s a full-blown lunatic, Doc, and you really ought to’ve handed these over to the detectives investigating the case.”
 “Do my civic duty and get myself killed, heh?”
 “Whatever’s happened in the past with your husband’s case, you should really have turned these over to—”
 “Bullshit and you know it. They’ve decided it’s unsolvable; let it go so cold it hurts to touch it.”
 “They’re still very much working the case, Doctor. Hell, three cops were killed.”
 She grimaced and then sipped at her wine. “I’ve repeatedly and exhaustively pushed them on where they’re at with the case. I’ve gotten nothing from them.”
 “That’s hard to believe; I mean these are fallen comrades, fellow cops.”
 “Look at how they’ve treated you. Moreover, look at yourself,” she countered. “Time has a way of brush stroking out memories.”
 He dropped his gaze. “I’m not an Atlanta cop anymore, or haven’t you noticed.”
 “A real cop and a creep partner of his compared the case to drilling a well in Dubrovnik, Russia; said when you hit solid rock, it’s a dead end. Said it was time to hire a private dick, and then he offered his services.”
 “Said it just like that, did he?”
 “Did everything but expose himself.”
“While volunteering for the job. I get it.” Marcus shook his head in a show of disgust. “Did you pull a gun on him?”
 “No, reserved that for you.”
 “You don’t want just any private eye.”
 “Exactly. I want someone who—”
 “—has as much to lose or gain as you?”
 “—has a vested interest.”
 He held up his beer in a toast. Look, I’m sorry for the way the cops’ve treated you.”
 “I don’t want your sympathy, Rydell. Besides, you can’t apologize for the whole lot of ’em, and I’ve danced around with those clowns long enough. They’re like the rest of Atlanta. They’ve put it all behind them.”
He nodded. “The old balm. Out of sight, out of mind.”
“They’ve all moved on, and they don’t wanna be reminded.”
“Blight on the city and the department. All that crapola you know, image, PR, politics.”
 “So you haven’t been totally out to lunch after all?”
 He gave her a grim smile. After a moment’s silence between them, lightening streaking overhead, and the smell of rain imminent, his clenched fists opened to become palms. “I know those guys downtown, ‘specially the politicians and the brass. They want to believe Cantu’s fallen off the face of the earth.”
 “Or drowned in the sea,” she countered.
 “Maybe burned to death in a fiery crash?”
 “Froze to death in the freakin’ Arctic.”
 “In the arms of Santa Clause ’imself.” 
 This made her laugh but all too bitterly and briefly. “The authorities are useless!”
 “But the letters could open up leads you can’t know of, if you chose to share them with the guys still on the case. Guys like Thomas Keevers.”
 “The letters led me to you.”
 “Cantu left me alive for his own perverse reasons. Sure would like to know what those reasons were.”
 “He led me to you.”
 “Precisely what he wanted, no doubt.”
 “What, that I lead him to you or to us?”
 “I doubt it matters either way to him whether he kills us separately or together, but he’s come back, obviously, because he is drawn to the hunt and the kill.”
 

 S E V E N
 

Some time had passed when Kat Holley ordered an appetizer. “Haven’t eaten all day…feeling a bit light-headed.”
 “Win on an empty stomach.” He nursed his near black beer. Silence thickened like hardening concrete between them until he added, “Look, Doctor, playing marionette in his game could get us both killed.”
 “I realize he’s calling the shots right now but—”
 “Calling the shots. Sweetheart, this murdering creep is weaseling his way around the corners of your life.”
 “Get smart, Detective. He’s playing games with us both.”
 “You’ll forgive me, Doc, but all this is a lot to digest in an hour and—” he looked at his watch—“and a half. You’ve had a couple of weeks.” Rydell’s forehead creased with consternation.
 “You think it a coincidence this morning?”
 “What’re you talking about?”
 “That-that little girl you saved, Kim, that she wasn’t helped along?”
 “Helped along?”
 “That it’s curious Quinn should leave a weapon of any sort within reach of her?” 
 “Whoa up there. You saying…you think Cantu had something…orchestrated all that?”
 “Down to your taking the stairs two at a time, yes.”
 “Nahhh—he’d have had to convince the girl, Kim, to play me.”
 “She said a cop sold her to Quinn, remember?”
 “He’s impersonating a cop?”
“Not rocket science to pose as an undercover cop these days. You can get all the necessary equipment on eBay.”
 “It’s not a far stretch,” he agreed now with a shake of the head.
 “Not if he wants to get into your place, bug it while you’re out playing Dick Tracey, whatever.”
 “Jeeze, wonder how much he knows about my…my habits.”
“Hence the reason I now carry Terry’s .38 Smith & Wesson.” She flashed the gun. “Get a clue, Detective.”
 His hands went up, waving in response to her displaying the gun. “Jeeze, lady, put that away!”
 She made the gun disappear again.
 “Look here,” he continued, “how could Cantu know that I’d give a damn and come—”
 “—come running up those stairs? He knows you, has studied you.”
 “To what end? Why?”
 “To watch you jump. You said it yourself, Mr. Marionette.”
 “Put me through my paces.”
 “Pretty elaborate too. Having you save a child in the bargain. Make you feel good about yourself long enough to go after him.”
 “That’s insane. To come out of hiding for…to…to torment me, you.”
 “Come on. You know the type.”
 He nodded. “Likes playing God.”
 “In psychiatric terms, he’s a sociopath and a pathological liar. He’s gotta be loving it, pushing our most emotion-packed buttons, Detective.”
 “Just so hard to swallow all at once.”
 “He’s a manipulative bastard. You, me…the ones he’s already killed. That little girl—using her like fish bait. Selling her to a pervert.”
 “All so he could get into my place, plant a camera or a bug. In his time with the Marines, he’d been a freakin’—”
 “—Electronics wizard, I know. Makes him even more dangerous.”
 Marcus drained more beer. “Too much coming at me too furiously to deal with.” He fended off a panic attack, but he still felt like a drunk in a windstorm. “I guess, like it or not, we’re partners.”
 “Now you’re making sense.”
 “Appears, for whatever satanic reason, that’s the way he wants it.”
 “Never underestimate the depth of his evil, Detective.”
 He nodded, adding, “You’re preaching to the choir.”
 “And there’s no second guessing what’s pumping through his brain.”
 “It’ll be a helluva tightrope walk, getting this guy.”
 “Alone we’re both vulnerable, but together, we might stand a chance.”
 He nodded. “And once we get the upper-hand…”
 “Then he’s all mine.”
 “I lead the lamb to your slaughterhouse, heh?”
 “Lamb, no. Snake, yes. Lead the snake to my scalpel.”
He finished off the last of his third beer. She did likewise with her Chardonnay. “I suggest we find a new base of operations,” she suggested.
 “Where do you propose we set up? Where do we go that this creep can’t follow?” Marcus scanned the entire street, turning in his seat to see if anyone anywhere was paying too much attention. If Cantu were watching, he did so from a dark slice of shadow at some distance. Perhaps an alleyway or window. Perhaps using binoculars.
 “You feel it, too?” she asked, munching now on cheese sticks and ranch dressing.
 “What? What’re you talking about?”
 “I see it in your eyes.”
 “What?”
 “Like he’s watching our every move from some rat warren.”
 “Let’s don’t get paranoid, Doc.”
 “Hey, in certain circumstances, paranoia is a gift.”
 “And fear keeps you alive, I know.” 
 “Face it, Detective,” Katrina continued, waving wide eyelashes at him. “You’re a little rusty.”
 “Thanks for qualifying with a little rusty.”
 “Like riding a bike, isn’t it?”
 He shrugged and grumbled. “Just too many sleepless nights.”
 “One too many divorces, I suspect.”
 “God, you’re like listening to my mother.”
 “She never let you get away with any shit, did she?”
 “No, she didn’t.”
 “Is she, you know, still with us?”
 “She passed away going on seven years now, right after Pop. She never got over his dying. They had that rare kind of love between them, unshakable… unbreakable.”
 “Did your father go out badly?”
 “Multiple sclerosis, long-suffering, but it finally finished him off. Damn disease is absolutely draconian.”
 “Sorry, and your mother?”
 “Why all these questions?”
 “We’ve got to find out what’s causing your black outs.”
 “Oh, really? Then you believe me?”
 She ignored this. “Determine if it’s genetic in nature. A blood disorder, what? Determine if there’s a way to treat you.”
 “No one’s got an answer to that one, Doc.”
 “I don’t want you blacking out on me at a crucial moment.”
 Their eyes met over this, both thinking about that moment when he’d checked out while Terry and the others were murdered. Finally, he said, “And I thought you cared.”
 “I do. I care about my own safety and aims.”
 “Very altruistic of you, Doctor.”
 “Now that we understand one another, we need to make a plan of operation, determine a base of operations. Any ideas?”
 “Not one damn clue. How ‘bout you?”
 “Your mother’s place.”
 This froze him. “The mountain cabin at Blue Lake?”
 “Is there another?”
 She watched his face scrunch into a questioning glare. The questioning look turned to understanding as he said, “You knew my parents were dead when you asked.”
 She gritted her teeth. “I do good research.”
 “And interrogations.”
 “I try.”
 “Yeah, I can see that.”
 “Look, few people know of your parents, and fewer still know of the getaway. I just stumbled on it in an obscure trade magazine your dad wrote a piece for, buried in his bio.”
 “So you think Cantu knows nothing about it?”
 “It may be the only piece of information that Cantu hasn’t got.”
 “How do you know that?” he asked, his eyes still darting about.
 “I don’t. Not for sure. But the place has an alarm system.”
 “Had an alarm system, but how in hell could you know that?”
“An elderly woman, alone in the woods on a lake with boat traffic, a lake that spills into a river?”
 “All right, all right, First Alert but that was when they used the place.”
 “We ought to pick up a dog then, plant him outside the place,” she suggested as if she had an animal in mind.
 “No way! No freakin’ pets. I’d rather tie tin cans around the perimeter.”
 “Look, a dog can act as a safeguard in a place like that while we get our ducks in a row.”
 “No ducks, no dogs.”
 “Be reasonable. If not a dog, then we’ll have to install an alarm system, or reactivate the old one. Get with the program.”
 “Get with the program?” He wallowed in silence for a moment, grimacing. “A few minutes ago the program was blow a hole through my stomach.”
 “Don’t be difficult!”
 “Me?” He actually laughed out loud, feeling the effects of the last pint.
 “Some trouble, I’d say, yes.”
She’s damn cute still. Too cute to be planning to murder a murderer, he thought but said, “I’d say we could toast to it, but nahhh…on the chance he might be watching. Don’t want him to think we are getting on.”
“Together, I am confident, we can corner Cantu. Keep your eye on the goal here.”
 He still felt uneasy, finding himself in this conspiracy. “I don’t like screwing with a long-standing code, Doctor, and this…if I agreed to any of this…”
“What code?”
 “Never conspire to commit murder, especially murder for hire.”
 “Get over yourself. Damn it, you’ve been conspiring to murder yourself for how long?”
 “That’s different,” he challenged.”
 “How?”
 “It’s a conspiracy of one. Harm’s no one but me.”
 “Only if you don’t talk to yourself,” she countered. “Your other self.”
 He started to reply in anger but stopped himself, saying instead, “Look, I’m going to make out like we’re still on opposite sides of the fence here, create a real scene.”
 “Because he’s watching?”
 “Because he may be watching, and if so then—”
 “—Then he knows we’re conspiring his death.” She smiled at this turn of phrase, pleased, it appeared, with its melodic charm. “Call it justifiable homicide.”
 “Pick that up from Court TV? Nancy Grace?”
 They sat looking across the table and into one another’s eyes, still sizing one another up. “All right,” she said in a whiskey voice, whispering, “do we have a go here or not, partner?”
“Get back to your apartment and be safe about it.” He dropped a few bills on the table. “Gather up any necessities you might need in the woods, and meet me at my garage space below the building, clear?”
 “Clear but what’s the space number?”
 “Come on! You know every detail of my life. What’s another number?”
 “I forgot. Forty-four?” she guessed.
 “How in the world?” Hands raised, voice raised, firing up, stoking the bogus fire within, Marcus shouted in his ugliest tone, “Listen and get this clear, you bitch! I want you to leave me alone—for good, forever!” 
 “You’re an open book, you old dinosaur!” She played along too well, he thought.
 He leaned across the table and whispered, “All right, I’m going for the jugular.”
 “Do that! Go right ahead! Be my guest!” she shouted anew.
 He erupted with, “If I’m so transparent, then go to hell!” He stood, pushing over his chair, staggering for effect. “A-A-And I never wanna see your face again, understood? Stay the hell away!”
 “You stay away from me!” Kat shot back, watching the handsome, elderly detective stalk off like a mad bull. She thought him a good actor but imagined a part of him was not acting. She also thought that he’d finished with the scene, but from a short half-block away, he started up again. “I got no use for you, lady!” He sneered the last word. “Got nothing for you! Nothing left!”
 He was the picture of a broken man. Like the aged Hollywood star on his last leg whether drunk or sober. Come to think of it, he recalled to Katrina’s mind the ruggedly handsome if aged William Holden in the crude, violent, wonderful film The Wild Bunch.
 She understood, however, that both Katrina Holley Mallory and Marcus Lucas Rydell had been cast in their new role as co-conspirators to murder or be murdered by a lunatic casting director named Iden Cantu.
 But Kat believed herself to be cunning and intelligent as well, and she firmly believed that the actors in this deadly play could adlib their lines, cut the strings, act on their own, and eventually destroy the creator of this nightmare.
 She certainly felt that she and Marcus were perfectly suited to the roles fate and Cantu had meted out, as neither feared death and in fact welcomed it. She certainly had had enough practice for the role. Marcus too, for that matter.
Practice for the role, she mused, four years of depression is practice enough for any woman contemplating murder.
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Rydell rummaged about his place for whatever he might need, but it was like being told a tornado or a raging fire or that damn wrecking crew down the street was coming straight for the place now and you’ve got minutes to evacuate. He must pack only what he could carry. In the end, he grabbed a couple of clips and his Glock, tossed a few additional guns into a briefcase, a change of clothes into a small bag, and decided that he’d be making a visit to the nearest Wal-Mart either on the way or in the morning. After all, if he and Mrs. Terry Mallory were to make it without a maniac on their tail, they must scoot and fast. As a result he didn’t give it any further thought. Instead, he took the service elevator down to the underground garage and rushed to his Jeep Cherokee at space 44 and found himself packing and waiting and pacing and alternately leaning against the car to wonder where in heavens was Dr. Mallory.
 Had she possibly run afoul of Cantu? Should he be worried? Might the monster be in the throes of killing her in her rented room right this moment? His plan all along to make only Marcus Rydell suffer?
 She was somewhere on the fifth floor but damned if he knew the exact number. Would he have to hustle to the super’s apartment to find out?
 “Where the hell is she?” He checked his watch. She’d left O’Dule’s behind him, alone, vulnerable despite that cannon she had in her purse. Give her a little time, man.
 He again paced. 
 Located a nail clipper in his glove compartment and did his nails.
 Paced again.
 Waiting.
 Leaned against the front grill this time instead of the fender.
 Waited some more.
 When he heard the elevator open, his eyes shot to the sound. He heard her voice echoing in the underground lot, cursing her suitcase.
 Mallory had a carryall over her left shoulder, and she pulled a combination bag and suitcase. He spied a fourth bag left behind inside the elevator. No doubt the one she cursed for not following her out.
 Frowning, he rushed for the abandoned bag, just reaching the elevator before it closed. In fact, he had to battle with the doors to get at the bag.
 When he got back to the car, she’d already opened the rear hatch and was placing her other baggage inside, but she handled each piece of luggage as if it were made of glass. 
 “What’re you expecting? A year in the wilderness?” he asked.
 She ignored this, busy seeing that her bags were set at precise straight angles, largest on bottom.
 “Can we get out of here now?” he asked.
 She tucked everything in, closed the hatch, tossed him his keys that she’d snatched from the ignition and said, “You drive.”
 “I thought I would, and I thought you’d’ve been here half an hour ago.”
 “Couldn’t make up my mind what all I might need. Sorry.” She climbed into the passenger side while he thought of how much more time he could’ve taken packing if he’d only known.
 He now climbed into the driver’s seat, revved up the motor, and with tires barking, made for the exit. The electronic eye opened the garage door as the vehicle approached. “Get down, lower!” he ordered.
 “What?”
 “Don’t want Cantu or some weasel snitch of his seeing us leave together.”
 She slid below eye level. “You think he could have others working for him?”
 “Why not? You do…now.”
He pulled up the exit ramp, gained street-level Atlanta, and pulled into the claustrophobia known as Peachtree Street that meandered through downtown like a river, roughly shadowing I-75 for a number of blocks. Marcus knew of the closest entry to I-75 North but he’d forgo this—in case someone was watching. To gain entry to the highway further along, he continued northerly on Peachtree. As he did so, he watched the traffic in the rearview as much as that ahead of him, his eyes hawk-like in their search of any sign anyone followed.
“Can I get off the floorboard now?” she complained.
 “Hmmm…not sure it’s advisable just yet.” Let her sweat a little, he thought. Do her good. 
 “Com’on, Rydell. Let me up.”
“All right. All right, up with you, Cinderella.”
 She pulled herself onto the seat and located the seatbelt, working it across her bosom. “Keep your eyes on the road,” she chastised when he tried to help with the belt, which she finally clicked.
 They were soon whirring up the on ramp for the major artery north out of Atlanta, soon dodging what seemed an army of eighteen-wheelers. Soon after, he located the exit ramp to US 19 going northeast. This four-lane would deliver them to their final destination by way of US 60, Blue Ridge Lake.
 “You think we got off without notice?” she asked.
 “I think we faked his ass out, yes.” Privately, he was so sure.
 

 * 
 

 Out of the rush of Atlanta’s main artery and heavy traffic—ungodly at any hour other than three in the morning, Katrina pushed in a CD and the cab filled with the voice of Sam Cooke flowing like smooth Champaign.
 “I knew you were depressed, but Sam Cooke?” she asked.
 “Hey, the man’s legend. Luther Van Dross before Luther was born.”
 The melodic voice sang out, ‘You-ooo send me…you know you-ooo send me, honest ya do, honest ya do while Dr. Mallory closed her eyes and settled in for the long ride to the North Country between Atlanta and Chattanooga. The night drive to the sounds of Sam Cooke proved soothing as the lush landscape became dominant and verdant while the glare of strip malls, gas stations, and fast food joints faded away as if swallowed by the earth. Gone somewhere in the absolute darkness enveloping the car. The dense real Georgia of earlier times reclaimed dominion.
 Rydell began to say something about how much he loved the countryside here when he realized that the young woman beside him had fallen asleep. “Must like Cooke,” he said to himself, changing over the CD for something to keep himself awake—Elvis, years before the high cholesterol and fat and drugs did him in.
 How strange the world. Not two hours before this woman beside him held a deadly weapon on him, and now she felt comfortable enough to sleep while he zoomed along at seventy miles an hour to Jailhouse Rock.
She slept through his locating the secondary roads, some county, some state until they found Highway 9, which took them through the sleeping town of Dahlonga, its dark downtown hiding a charming bridge, brook, and shops that’d undergone a serious makeover, but all the merchants and trinket sellers and restaurateurs, and the rest of the intelligent world lay snug in their beds. Still the town looked like something out of Santa’s North Pole digs even in fog.
Clumping over the decorative bridge here, the Jeep made its way further north, cutting sharply northwest now to locate Highway 60. Once found, Marcus was in for a road that turkey-legged, snaked, and then wound completely around on itself amid valleys and up foothills that welcomed them into the mountainous area around Cane Creek Falls. Here they continued past towns named Suches, Magret, and Morganton. Here too stood silent sentinels—a black forests of jack and white pine surrounding the Blue Ridge Lake like a protective army that by day transformed into a fortress. Here the house would also not reveal itself until it decided to come into view, as if presenting itself from thin air like some fairytale log citadel. Only then would he spot the old homestead nestled as it were in a nook beside the sprawling lake now so black as to be invisible.
 “There it is,” he said and shook her awake as the car came to an abrupt halt before the bleak, dark lodge that’d been his parents’ special getaway.
 Tired from the drive, he popped open the glove compartment and pulled out his high-powered penlight and a set of keys. The powerful flash revealed eyes in the forest and in the trees, and one owl gave a screech and sailed off over the lake so smoothly as to seem featherlike despite its bulk. All this while Katrina tried to rub the sleepiness from her eyes.
 From outside the car now, he shouted, “Wake up, sleeping beauty. We’re here.”
 “What? Oh, here already?”
 “Yeah, here already.” It was three thirty-five in the morning by the clock in the Jeep. “Hope you brought some candles in all those bags of yours.”
 “Candles? Isn’t there electricity?” She climbed from the car, groggy yet.
 “I’m not goin’ looking for it in the dark.”
 “Ahhh, I see. Afraid of the dark.” An animal squeal floated in from the surrounding darkness; impossible to tell from what direction or at what distance. It was enough to make her start. “What the hell was that?”
 “Mother Nature’s nocturnal creatures on the prowl—life. Nothing to be frightened of.”
 “All the same, sure is dark out here.”
 “Yep. Indeed, this is what we call serious dark.”
 “From what little I can see of the place it’s beautiful. But I thought you mentioned a lake.”
 “Other side of the house. Can’t miss it.”
 “I don’t have any candles,” she admitted.
 “Not even a Glade?”
 “Sorry.”
 “Well…it’ll be light in a couple of hours. I say we worry about the bags come light.”
 “I need my overnight bag. The little blue one.”
 “Crash and worry about it tomorrow,” he insisted.
 “I can see why your wife left you.”
 “Don’t go there.”
 “You oughta know a woman has needs, and I won’t be without my overnight.”
 He unlocked the rear hatch, his flash held between clenched teeth. Kat managed to pull out all of her bags to get to the one she’d earlier buried—despite all her careful packing. With every bag kissing the dewy grass and gravel, she said, “We may’s well at least get the bags inside…I mean now that they’re all standin’ here.”
 He frowned. “Yeah, may’s well.”
 Again she’d managed to turn him into her porter.
 He opened the front door with the old key and a stiff kick. “Swollen door,” he explained when the sound of his kick startled her. “Always did require a kick.”
 Even in the dark, she could see that the door showed wear from kicking at it this way.
 Marcus’s thoughts ran back to his childhood days here, a hiding place in the woods, fishing off the pier, sometimes off the boat with his dad, his mother’s pies cooling on the window sill. Despite the stale, pent up air hitting him, Marcus recalled the odors of his childhood here; the place exuded memories for him. Some too painful to relive, even as others felt soothing. Perhaps this is why he’d not used the place lately. He certainly hadn’t wanted to use it as a suicide location, so he’d stayed away.
 Then he thought of how often his dad had asked him to come up for a visit and he’d been too busy to make the trip. Then came that awful call from his mom, informing Marcus that the old man had passed on.
So many missed opportunities gone for good now.
 “Careful with that suitcase will ya?”Mallory cautioned after he rammed it into the doorsill. 
Now just an empty house.
 Stepping over the threshold, a huge watershed of emotions rained down, and then a sharp-toothed emotion raked through him, tearing his soul. He’d forgotten how much he loved the old place, and at the same time, it brought back all the pain of having lost his two best friends—his mother and father.
 He dropped the bags in the threshold except for her overnight, which she clung to. Had she stashed her .38 in there or was it the cosmetics she must have? Their eyes worked to adjust to the dark interior.
 “May’s well get the bags to my room,” she suggested.
 He took several steps deeper into the cabin, saying nothing.
 “You OK?” she asked, pushing past him and bumping into a table in the dark. She found him, spun him around and saw that he appeared dizzy. “You OK, Marcus?”
 “I’m fine.” 
 “You sure?”
 “Nothing a good rest won’t cure. That was a long night drive.” He flashed his light around the room, found the dining room table and upended the flash. Upended, the strong beam hit the two-story ceiling, revealing an entire second level. “There’re a couple of bedrooms upstairs, one below.”
 “I’ll take the upstairs,” she declared.
 “OK, you’re up, I’m down, but that means I get the flashlight.”
 “Hold on!”
 “You’ve got skylights overhead up there.”
 “But it’s dark and my bags.”
 Rydell had already grabbed the flash and headed for the downstairs bedroom. “Good night, Doc.”
 “What’s got you so short-tempered?” she shouted back, but his only response came in the tap-tap-tap of his going down the wooden steps to an isolated area at basement level. “Shhheeezee!” she shouted after him. “Grumpy old cop.”
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Alone in the basement with his flash, Marcus’s light and his memories commingled in a kind of collage of his childhood. He’d grown up primarily in Atlanta, had gone to Chicago for college, wound up instead in a police academy there and had returned to Atlanta ten years before. But he’d spent many summers right here, and this basement apartment with its own small kitchen and half bath had been his special place. It was a place where he’d always felt safe, secure, in control, warm, dry, comfortable, and happy. A state that had eluded him for most of his adult life. In fact, he could not recall the last time he had felt happiness as he did in those long ago days.
 He fought back a tear while the penlight raked over his old baseball bat and glove in one corner. He’d played ball here in the little league with Tim Grimes and Joey Byrd, Huck Snow, and other of the local kids. He now examined a line of model cars and boats he and his dad had built together. Another wall supported a stash of books, school trophies, brick-a-brac and nick-nacks. A giant clock face stared back from another side of the room. Mickey damn Mouse, he cursed with a mental smile.
 Alone again he was, but not completely, not here. Weird way to come full circle.
 He gave it a lot of thought as he laid his head on the pillow. The house had been empty for several months. The last time he slept here it’d been in one of the upstairs rooms, when he’d come to bury his mother alongside his father. Adjoining plots in nearby Blue Ridge where they had faithfully attended church for some forty odd years. Now in the stone graver’s art, amid flowers, they held hands for eternity.
 Lately, Marcus felt the night terrors, the panic attacks, like an anvil on his chest, until the thoughts of suicide came on. Not tonight, not here. For one, he was too exhausted to think any thoughts, logical, illogical, or otherwise. Secondly, he felt something going on inside he hadn’t expected or felt for years—a growing sense of injury, pain, injustice that’d been meted out to him, alongside a renewed sense of purpose. A feeling he’d forgotten.
 And something more. A sense that it was not him but the world that’d been waffling and wobbling as if off axis; that everything and everyone around him was seriously off kilter. That things inside him, while unbalanced, were not near so awry as things outside him.
 Perhaps it was the difference between his hopes and dreams as a child and what reality had meted out to him. Another feeling had begun rising inside him as well, am old familiar one at that. A friend. A good feeling slowly returning like a comrade who’d been nearby all along, waiting for his return—the feeling of the hunt. A manhunt.
 He didn’t know what to make of these forgotten but familiar, smoldering emotions. Emotions fueled not from sadness, grief, and loss, but fueled by nerve endings, excitement, action, and desire. It truly did feel like finding an old and comforting friend, and that friend was himself, the man he’d been before the day Stan was killed. Arrogant, full of himself, capable, experienced, fierce, cunning, and clever. Qualities he wished to regain. They came now, all these traits, returning home like a parade of lost cats, alongside an abiding angry dog working out of a patient hatred. Get mad now, he told himself. Get fighting mad.
Anger and hatred and getting even. It beat out depression and inactivity by a mile.
 Then it struck him. The case. The fact he was working a worthwhile case, one that meant something to him. Something worth living for. Something even worth dying for. And a beautiful woman in the picture—in fact, in his cabin home. A damsel in distress. Maltese Falcon time.

 He fell asleep thinking of all the lovely possibilities that existed tonight that hadn’t just this morning when he had awakened to the guilt, the shame, and the grief. What had changed the equation of who he was? It was more than just the girl; it was a magical rediscovery of what he loved to do. It came back to the hunt.
 

 * 
 

 Rydell awoke to a cool breeze and the smell of pine from a cracked window, the sound of darting birds and squirrels chasing one another as in a Disney cartoon, and another odor stronger than the pine trees—bacon. Breakfast? Sizzling upstairs? A glance at his watch made him groan. It was past eleven.
 He rolled out of a bed far too small for him, got to his feet, climbed the stairs barefoot, and followed his nose. As a kid, he’d followed this same routine so many mornings. His curiosity rising even before he rounded the kitchen, he shouted, “Where’d you find bacon?”
 “Sausage, bacon, eggs, coffee. Come and get it.”
 He stared across at Katrina, watching her prepare their plates and set the coffee pot on the table. “How’d you find all this?” he repeated.
 “There’s a general store, quaint little place, bottom of the mountain.”
 “Buck’s Gun Shop and Groceries, you mean?”
 “That’s it.”
 “Look, this is a small, tiny community around here. Zipping up and down these roads is going to draw attention. You are going to draw attention. We’re supposed to be hiding out here, getting our ducks in a row, remember?”
 She sighed and shook her head as she served up the eggs and meats. “Look, we gotta eat.”
 “And by the way, who cracked my window?”
 “It was awfully ahhh…close in there.”
“What’s the idea coming into my room uninvited?”
“What’s the big deal?”
“You’d be damned upset if it were the other way round.”
 “If I hadn’t awakened you, Dee-tec-tive, we’d get absolutely nothing done today, and you did say you wanted to examine the letters in more detail, didn’t you?”
 “Did I?”
 “Yes, you did.” 
 Rydell swilled his coffee and ate heartily of breakfast. “And ahhh…thanks for breakfast.”
 “Did I just hear a thank you?”
“Yes, but you should’ve sent me for the supplies.”
 “You were dead to the world.”
 “Not at all.” He then muttered, “Haven’t felt this ahhh…alive in a long time.”
“That’s good.” She studied him for a moment as if to assess this. “A real positive step.” 
 “Look, Doc, just stay close to the house from here out, OK?”
 “All right already! Sheeze.”
 “So now that you can actually see the lake and the house, whataya think of paradise.”
 “Paradise? Is that what you call it? Frankly, it’s isolated as hell, but just as beautiful.”
 “My parents named the house.”
 “Really? What name?”
 “Silly really.”
 “Come on, out with it. I’ll be the judge.”
 “Avalon.”
 “Avalon?”
 “After some crazy fantasy novel they both loved and read together.”
 “Get out of town, no way! They read to each other?”
 “Avalon, yes.”
 “Think I’ve heard of it. So sweet of them to name the place after something they shared.”
 “Yeah, well, they were kinda corny that way, but you had to love ’em all the same.” He’d taken up residence at the breakfast bar, sitting on a stool.
 She smiled across at him. “Beneath all the layers of cop, you’re pretty nice for an only son.”
 “Technically speaking, I wasn’t exactly an only child.”
 “Really?”
 “What?” His eyes widened. “You didn’t see on Wikipedia that my brother Michael died at birth several years before I came along?”
 She clasped a hand over her mouth even as she said, “No…I didn’t know.”
 “Never met him,” he hollowly joked. “He’s buried alongside my parents.”
 This silenced Katrina Mallory. She stopped eating as well. Finally, she repeated, “I’m sorry.”
 His William Holden frown said no need for her to be sorry. “What about those letters?” He changed the subject. “I’d like to examine them by the light o’day.”
 “All safely tucked away in my medical bag.”
 “What medical bag?”
 “Tucked away in my suitcase.”
 “No wonder the thing’s so heavy,” he said as she departed for the letters. He then shouted after, “I’ll be out on the porch! Catch some air.”
 Marcus then refilled his coffee cup and walked to the rear of the cabin home where he stepped out through the sliding glass doors and onto the deck that literally hung out over Blue Ridge Lake. It deserved the name, especially on a bright summer morning like today. White, milky clouds lazily reflected off the azure surface looking to Marcus like a blue skating rink. In the distance in every direction blue-green mountains stood sentinel over the water like giants with a purpose. Sprinkled throughout were the dogwoods in bloom, the flowering trees looking like lacey snow that floated in place as in a painting. Snow and lace in the distances all round Avalon.


 * 

 

 Rydell spent the day on a deck chair pouring over the letters for anything whatsoever that might help him pinpoint where Iden Cantu’s hole might be. Each letter had his prints all over the package—envelope and pages. His handwriting looked like the scrawl of a child, his grammar non-existent, his foul language the mark of his intellect. “We’re dealing with an idiot here, except for his skills in the art of hunting, cornering, and killing big game.”
 “Big game?”
 “Us.”
 Katrina, sipping at tea, stood at the rail, looking out over the ice-blue lake. “So he’s…that is, you’re saying Cantu’s no mastermind super villain, but he’s dangerous as hell? Is that it?”
 The late afternoon enjoyed a wonderful breeze coming off the lake. Earlier in the day, Katrina had kept herself amused by taking the small motorboat out onto the lake while he studied in detail every letter. A couple of times, he looked up to see her careening by on that boat. He feared she’d break her neck, but he simply returned attention to the letters.
 Once Katrina had tired of watching her hired private eye sitting on his behind with those damnable letters, she announced, “It’s been long enough, Marcus! Get some shoes on, comb your hair, change your shirt, whatever you do, but we’re breaking out of here. I’m going stir crazy.”
 “What? You’ve already got cabin fever?”
 She’d been studying area maps, and she now insisted, “You just do as told. You’re coming with me.”
 “To where?” he asked.
 “You’ll see when we get there.”
 A boat on the lake sped by at a high rate of speed, a flashing light indicating that it was a police patrol boat. “They go up and down here, checking on stranded boaters and drunks on the water mostly,” he commented.
 She insisted he get dressed and come with her. He shrugged and did as told. Soon they were going for the car. “Give me your keys,” she said. “I’m driving.”
 “But you don’t know the area.”
 “I know where I’m going.”
 He reluctantly turned his keys over to her, and soon they were in the town of Blue Ridge. “What’re we doing here?” he asked.
 “Never mind.” This is when she turned into a cemetery. “I suspect it’s time you visited,” she quietly said.
 He looked out on the expanse of burial sites. “Not even sure I remember where they are.”
 “Been that long, has it?” she chastised.
 “Don’t get up here too often.” Then he said, “Stop the car.”
 She came to a halt before a pair of large headstones and a smaller one with a cherub atop it, the names reading in capital letters” MICHAEL T. RYDELL, DENISE S. RYDELL and PATRIC RYDELL, each with date of birth, death, and the dash between the dates, except for Michael who had no dash, no date other than birth inscribed.
 Katrina said nothing, nor did Marcus as he climbed from the car and walked out to the trio of graves. He spent only ten or eleven minutes there while she discreetly scanned the entire cemetery with a pair of binoculars. She reasoned that if Cantu knew of Blue Ridge, he’d come to the cemetery in search of anything inscribed with the name Rydell, and that perhaps he’d leave Marcus a ‘love’ letter. She also considered the idea that the creep could be here now amid the gravestones, watching them. But she found no evidence of Cantu’s ever having been here.
 Marcus was soon back in the car and saying, “Time to go now.”
 She nodded, turned the key, and slowly wound around the drive paths to find the way out and back onto a real road. Not a mile off, they located the Blue Ridge Grill, a local seafood and steak restaurant and B&B. They ate a full meal at the diner while enduring the stare only locals can manage, and they were soon on their way back to the house.
 The meal and the trip back were characterized by a thick silence punctuated now and again by sighing and shakes of the head. “Are you all right?” she asked when they pulled into the gravel driveway.
 “Darkness coming on,” was his only reply.
 “What’s that got to do with anything?”
 “Yeah…I’m good,” he conceded.
 “Were you always so tight lipped?”
 He failed to answer. She didn’t push it. Instead, she went inside, mixed them both drinks, and then she perched on a deck swing, trying it out, swaying as the breeze lifted her hair.
 He leaned in against the deck railing, looking out over the lake before it should disappear out there again. With his back to her, he said, “Thanks, Katrina.”
 “For what?”
 “Kickin’ my ass.”
 “Sometimes we can learn a lot from the dead, especially about ourselves.”
 “And peace, maybe?” he half-joked.
 “You see why I hate Cantu as much today as four years ago? The one thing I had left to me of Terry that wasn’t a joke was his tombstone, and that bastard intruded even there. I ahhh…half-expected you’d find evidence that he’d been at the grave site.”
 “Hold on. That’s not logical. If he were going to leave me a message, it’d be on Stan’s gravesite back in Atlanta. I mean…logically speaking.”
 “Stan’s wife might get one if she visits the grave,” countered Kat.
 “Is that why you took me to the cemetery? To see if he’d left me a little something there?”
 “Initially, but I also suspected it’d do you good.”
 “It did me good,” he admitted. “But there’s something more isn’t there?”
 “Something more?” Her eyelashes fluttered like a pair of pinned butterflies.
 “You think…believe…or know that he knows about Blue Ridge Lake, the house…and you’ve thought so all along, haven’t you?”
 “I don’t know that for a fact, no.”
 “I see.”
 “I half hoped he’d find us here, I confess. You know what I want.”
 “So the real reason behind our cemetery visit was to determine if he’d left any tracks out there.”
 She failed to answer.
 He recalled her desire to slice and dice Cantu while strapped to a tree. She was hunting Cantu, baiting him?
 The sun dipped below the mountains. Nightfall came on here like a cloak dropped over the world.
 She continued to swing, the mechanism holding her screeching softly with rust and age. He continued to watch her sway.
 “Idiot, heh?” she began.
 “What?”
 “You think Iden Cantu is some sort of sub-standard, comic book bad guy. You said as much, didn’t you?”
 “That’s not exactly what I said, but it’s close enough.”
 “Like you advised me, Marcus, don’t underestimate him.”
 “What I was driving at is well . . . in police circles, there’s an old maxim.”
 She stilled the porch swing, and he found a wicker ottoman and kicked off his shoes. He propped his feet on a wicker table.
 “What maxim?”
 “Crime makes you stupid. And a steady diet of it makes you a blathering idiot.”
 “Then how has this blathering idiot managed to evade authorities for so long?”
 “I give him that; he knows where the holes are—the roach.”
 “He knows Georgia for sure; to evade capture from you superior types for so many years.”
 “Give him that.”
 “What’s our next move?” she asked.
 “Patience and a beer?”
 “A beer? You wanna beer from the fridge?”
 “Sure, thanks, and hey, praise be to God you had the foresight to pick up two six-packs from Buck’s down at Bear Claw junction.”
 

 * 
 
 
 Marcus took his beer out on the deck under lights; he’d gone back to the letters. In fact, for the past fifteen minutes, his eyes never left the last of the letters. The others had been neatly consigned to the large manila envelope she’d kept them in. Katrina sat nearby, also sipping at a beer when Marcus broke the silence. “Tell me, how’d it make you feel getting the first of these ahhh nasty little communiqués?”
 Some of the letters were mere notes; others ran to several pages, still others ran on and on to six and seven pages. Most of the content gibberish, a tirade against the authorities, rules, customs, traditions, civilization and society in general and the APD, and often he took the treatment of veterans in America on as a pet subject, sounding off like Rambo in the movies if Rambo could talk more than an utterance—but it also came off as nutty and as strung out as something Charles Manson might write. “Most of his crapola here is nonsense,” he finally said, putting aside the final letter.
 “So what do you make of his whereabouts? Anything? Anything at all?”
 “He’s holed up in some cave in Atlanta for sure.”
“But where in Atlanta?”
 “Creep chose to get these to you personally to demonstrate that he can.”
 “Can get close anytime he wants, I know. Tell me something I don’t know.”
 He pulled his legs up and sat bolt upright, slapping a small pad on which he’d kept notes. “His handwriting is psychotic.”
 “You mean he is psychotic.”
 “OK, sorry Miss Grammarian, but it all means the same, runs to the same end. The man reveals himself in his choices, down to each word, each wrong apostrophe and every four-letter word. Misspells fornicate, which is forgivable, but you’d think he could spell mother right.”
 “ How’s he spell it?” She hadn’t noticed this.
 “M-u-t-h-e-r, replacing the o for u. Subliminally, he hates mommy dearest.”
 “That’s no big stretch. Probably didn’t get enough attention as a kid. Sucking hind tit. You think he has family someplace in Georgia? A brother or a sister we could grab, hold over him?”
 “Now you’re considering abducting and kidnapping?”
 ‘If he’s got siblings, he’s likely killed ‘em all, but if Mu-ther is alive?”
 “We don’t know that she is and even if we did—”
 “How can we find out? Use her against him? And if she is dead, use that against the bastard, the way he desecrated Terry’s resting place?”
 “You want to vandalize graves now? Kat, listen to yourself. If you’re not careful, you’re going to turn into the monster you—we are hunting.” 
 “What then do you suggest, Marcus?”
 “I suggest that we don’t forget who we are and why we’re in this.”
 She sat seething, saying no more.
 He approached her. “Look, the sheer level of our combined balled up hatred and anger toward him is on a par with his depth of hatred toward women in general, and you in particular, as evidenced by the language of rage right here.” He stabbed the last letter with his index finger. “Our anger’s a good thing along with our hatred, but it can consume a person.”
 “OK…gotcha. How do we get close then to mommy dearest?”
 “God, you’re not listening to me. We’re not doing any abduction, no kidnapping, Doc.”
 “Well what plans do you have, Dee-tec-tive?”
 “Will you please stop saying detective like that?”
 “Then stop calling me Doc if you’re going to make it sound like a curse, OK?”
 “I wasn’t aware…hey, look, I just want you to listen to reason.”
 “Reason?” She leapt from the chair at him. “We’re already plotting murder together, so what’s a little abduction?”
 “Conspiracy to murder carries fifteen to twenty-five, add on another ten for kidnapping. If we’re successful in killing Cantu but caught in the act, the sentence will be life if not execution, see? Get it now? This isn’t some movie script; this is the penal code.”
 “Not if we can show self defense.”
 “Kinda sorta impossible to prove if you torture the prick to death!” They moved about one another like torch dancers now, and for the moment he appeared to have won the battle.
 She pouted, placed her arms across her chest, regained the swing, and kicked out hard to set it in motion. He watched her sputter silently, fuming beneath that lovely pair of eyes so set on revenge. “Look,” she began, “if we do this right…play our cards right…no one’s ever going to know.”
 “Aside from us and mommy, you mean?”
 “You’re a cop.”
 “Once upon a time, remember.”
 “You know how to dispose of evidence, bodies.”
 “Is that what I’m here for? To clean up after?”
 “Damn it, Marcus, the legal system need never be bothered by any of this.”
 “All right, maybe kidnapping the monster’s mudder is a wonderful idea, gain some leverage of him, twist the knife in his back for a change, but are you then willing to kill the old lady, too? Muther? ‘Cause you’d have to keep her quiet.”
 “It does bring in a whole other element we don’t need,” she conceded. “I suppose you’re right.”
 “I usually am.” He inwardly smiled at her saying, ‘I suppose you’re right’ rather than simply saying, ‘You’re right’.
 “You are cocksure of yourself, aren’t you?” she sputtered.
 “Generally someone expert and experienced in a field can be that, yes.”
 “Step aside for genius, heh?”
 “Something like that, yeah.”
 She frowned. “A little humility wouldn’t hurt, Marcus.”
 “Humility?” He laughed derisively at the word. “That’ll get you killed fast. Humility goes by the boards ’longside naiveté first year as a rookie.”
 She changed the subject. “You hungry?” she asked, changing the subject. Getting toward eleven and you really didn’t eat much at dinner.”
 “I’ve had a beer since.”
 “Are you hungry,” she persisted.
 “I’m OK for now. I’ll rummage around for a sandwich later.”
 He’d earlier put the porch lights and deck lights on a timer, and now with darkness complete, the deck formed a small cocoon of light against the black emptiness beyond the reach of light. A skittering animal noise in the brush started up like a chorus, the first sounds startling Katrina.
 “Hey, it’s just the nocturnals again. What Dracula called the Chlldren of the Night,” he reacted. “Take it easy, kiddo.”
 “Sorry. Didn’t realize how ahhh . . . jumpy I am.”
 “Actually, you really oughta hold onto that jumpiness; in fact, embrace it. Could keep you alive through this.”
 “Gift of Fear – yeah, read it.”
“Everyone should, especially women.”
 “Waiting for the sequel.”
 “Hey, it’s non-fiction; you’re not going to get a sequel.”
 “Oh, I dunno, maybe the author gets enough fan mail then—“
 The sound of a single twig snapping off in the woods not only silenced them with its decidedly different pitch, but it had also silenced every other sound in the surrounding dark void that the pine forests had become.
 “Hit the lights, now!” he ordered in a hoarse whisper.
 She rushed just inside the ornate screen door and slapped the switch to the off position. “Who’s nervous now?” she said to herself.
 Outside, the inky midnight darkness gobbled up the deck the moment the lights went dead. There were no lights on inside the cabin as neither had been inside for hours. They were surrounded in black night when he joined her just inside.
 “You think he’s found us, don’t you?” she asked.
 “I dunno. Could be a deer, a bear. Lotta black bears out here.”
 She shakily added, “Could be a man just as surely as a bear.”
 “Whatever it was or is…it has some weight and heft.”
 “Don’t hear it now. You?”
 “Not a thing.” In fact, to his way of thinking, everything got too quiet, too quickly. There was indeed a large animal of some sort prowling about out here; he only hoped it wasn’t human.
T E N
At the same time, back in Atlanta, Detective John ‘Atlanta Jack’ Thomas and his partner Stuart ‘Stewy’ Harriman stood staring at the dangling body of a fire-blackened man in what appeared a sack cloth or fishnet package. The horrendous crime had been called in when a citizen walking his dog noticed the “thing” dangling from the school yard flagpole about half way up.
 “Talk about half mast,” said Harriman to Thomas.
 “You mean half baked.”
 While the victim’s hair, eyebrows, even eyes had given themselves over to the fire, his general features remained intact, as if the killer meant to “bake” it and not burn the victim to a crisp. Just a quick burning accelerant to flashover the broken-limbed body that’d been trussed up so tightly—indicating many a broken bone and joint. In fact, all the major joints had been dislocated, and expertly so, to create this package.
 “God, I’ve never seen anyone so brutally tortured,” said Thomas, holding his stomach, wishing now he’d not had that big meal at the 5 Seasons.
 “This…hell, this is some kind of sick-o-weird, maybe satanic shit here, Jack,” replied his partner, Harriman.
 Just what we need, another serial killer with an MO he’s gotten out of Marvel Comics, heh?”
 “You think this is something the killer saw at the box office?” asked Captain Paul Brunner, stepping between the detectives. “No, this is Native American Indian magic.”
 “Magic?”
 “Indian shit?”
 The two detectives stared dumbfounded at their leader. Brunner added, “I’ve seen it done with animals—shamanism stuff, cannibalism when done with humans, but I’ve never witnessed it with a human sacrifice.”
 “You ahhh Native American, Brunner?” asked Atlanta Jack.
 “Can-Can-nibilism?” asked Harriman.\
 “Fact is, men, I’m an honorary member of the Cherokee Nation. Have been for thirty odd years. Did some investigative work for them early in my career—off the record.” He pointed to the dangling victim. “This? This is how the Cherokee cook up a rabbit or a duck or a pig for a festival, trussed up in exactly this manner and smoked over a campfire.”
 “You say the Cherokee do this to people?”
 “In ancient times, a lot of tribes did it, yeah. But this,” he indicated the dangling, smoldering body half-way up the pole. “Whoever our boy is, he’s giving us a head’s up. He wants us to know he’s only getting started, I fear.”
 Harriman scratched his ear. “Then you think maybe our killer is Cherokee?”
 “Maybe…maybe not.”
 “Know anyone else who would use this kind of ahhh…god awful technique for ahhh…cooking a man to death?” asked Jack.
 “Marines.”
 “Say what?” Harriman’s eyes widened.
 “Marines as in American Marines?” asked Jack.
Both junior detectives looked at the veteran, Brunner, as if he were mad. Brunner went on, lighting a cigarette as he did so. “Marines historically are the first to go in, and they do so without provisions—no food except what they can catch and eat.”
 “And ahhh so?” asked Harriman.
 Jack, nodding, replied for Brunner. “They’re trained in Native American survival techniques.”
 “We’re talking about cooking the occasional rabbit, right?” Harriman didn’t want to grasp it.
 Brunner calmly replied, “Right, that’s the training but things happen in war, in combat.”
 “But this is a man,” said Harriman, shaken, still disbelieving.
 Harriman, blinking at the sight, asked, “Captain, you think parts of him…when we—they—get ’im unwrapped will’ve been, you know, cannibalized?”
 Brunner’s not answering was a loud, clear answer. “Likely will find the heart missing.” Brunner then dared get nose to nose with the foul-smelling corpse. “The victim is a black male, maybe in his early to mid-forties, and he was wearing an expensive suit and a bow tie.” 
 “Bow tie?” asked Jack.
 Harriman laughed and said, “The guy looks like he’s gone through a shredder.”
 Jack asked, “You sure that’s a bow tie?”
 “Was a bow tie, Jack, yeah.”
 All three stared at the victim with a deep sense of helplessness hovering about them when Brunner asked, “You men find any ID on him?”
 “We’re ahhh…waiting for the ME.”
“CSI unit,” added Stewy Harriman.
 “So you don’t wanna touch him, is that it? Worried you might taint the crime scene, hey? Huh?” He stood waiting for an answer. They replied with lies:
 “That’s correct, sir. Protocol.”
 “Preserve the evidence.”
 “Wouldn’t have it any other way, hey, men?”
 “Exactly,” added Harriman.
 Brunner exploded. “Since fuckin’ when?”
 “We’ve been getting your memos on it, sir.” Harriman squirmed.
 “You two pansies just don’t want to touch him, right.”
 “Ahhh…no, sir, Captain,” defended Jack Thomas. “Not sure we can get at the wallet the way things are.”
 “We’d only make a mess of it,” added Harriman.
 “It’s already a damn bloody mess, Stewy.” Brogran took a step back. “Like some god awful lunatic escaped straight out of Edgar Allan Poe. “Some whack-o-shithead in our midst to first kill a man in so elaborate a fashion, to torture to the ninth degree, and to dangle the results at eye level in the middle of our city? This is leveled at us, gentlemen. This creep has thrown down the gauntlet.”
 “Like maybe he wants to be caught, you mean, sir?” asked Stewy. “Like the shrinks say, a cry for help.”
 “Shut up, Harriman,” replied Jack. “This creep isn’t interested in getting help from no one.”
 “Don’t hold back, Jack,” said the captain. “Spill it.”
 “I think…worst case scenario, sir…”
 “Out with it! That’s an order.”
 “It’s the work of Iden Cantu.”
 “No way, Jackie!” shouted Harriman. “Captain, we got no evidence that supports any such notion.”
 “JT’s instincts are usually right on, Stewy,” countered the captain. Go with your gut, Jack. What’s going on here?”
 “Is this a test, sir?”
“Damn it, man, I just want you to tell me if it’s him or not. Want you to look me in the eye and say it.”
 “It has the smell of Iden Cantu about it,” said Jack. “If not the man in the flesh, then someone who wants to be him.”
 “My thoughts exactly,” began Brunner, taking a deep drag on his Marlboro. “Which means Marcus Rydell’s going to be sniffing around, soon as he hears about this.” Again he indicated the victim.
 “I imagine so, sir.”
 “You just keep him the hell away from the body, from your case, JT, and for God’s sake, keep him the hell away from me.”
 “That goes without saying, sir.”
 “And keep him away from me too,” added Stewy.
 “I’ll do my best, Captain.”
 “You do better than that, Detective.” Brunner fell into a strange reverie, as he was not a man given to reverie. “Called that man a friend once.” Brunner then sauntered back to his unmarked police car where he leaned over the hood, shook his head, rolled his eyes—no doubt over the thought of dealing with Marcus Rydell as well as Iden Cantu again, and finally lit a second cigarette, calming, awaiting the ME.
 Jack Thomas wanted to turn off his cell phone. Last thing he wanted to hear right now was Marcus Rydell’s depressed and depressing voice, but he must keep his cell on. Too many other pending cases; people who must reach him when needed, people who could help him break cases. Marcus Rydell no longer fit into the win column, not in JT’s book, and likely never would again.
 * 
 
 
 The big blue lake had become a ghost—a shadowy reflection of itself against a matte-cloud sky. The darkness had crept in with startling ease, silence, and surprise.
 Again the sound. Someone or some thing coming through the brush, and it sounded distinctly determined to make its way to the house. A kind of shared thought that something evil this way comes ping-ponged between Marcus and Katrina where they huddled at the entryway from deck to house.
 “I don’t have a weapon on me,” he whispered to her.
 “Where’s your Glock?” she replied, punching his arm. “How could you be without it?”
 “I can’t believe the creep found us.”
 “Believe it.”
 “The gun’s in my room, on the nightstand next to the Mickey Mouse alarm clock.”
 He heard her patter into the interior, making her way in the dark to his even darker basement room for the gun. He imagined her tripping on the stair and shooting herself in the foot, when suddenly she was at the door again, slipping quietly back to his side. Gun in hand, he stepped out onto the porch with a weapon not his. She’d located her stash of weapons, packed for her own use. She’d gone upstairs instead of down, knowing it better.
 She’d handed him Terry’s Smith & Wesson, the weapon she’d held on him at O’Dule’s, while she now held onto a frighteningly huge German automatic pistol, a Lugar.
 “Didja hear it anymore?” she whispered.
 They’d both taken a crouching position behind the slats of the deck, slats that barely hid them. “Nahhh…either he’s trekked off in another direction, or he’s drawn a bead on me. Do you see a red dot on my forehead?”
 “No! Stop talking like that. Marcus, how could he’ve known we’d be here?”
 “He must’ve followed us.”
 She shivered. “When we found nothing at your parents’ gravesite, I was feeling safe here.”
 Rydell could literally feel her heart thumping—palpable fear—as she leaned into him. Else it was his own pulse he was reading. “I think we should retreat indoors. Least we’d have some cover there. One shot from a high powered rifle, he’ll shred this porch.”
 They eased back toward the sliding glass doors the other side of the deck and into the house again where each let out a breath of air. “Lock the other door,” he told her as he bolted the glass doors, making a target of himself as he did so, half expecting an explosion of glass and horrible pain.
 Nothing, aside from Marcus’s adrenaline rush, came.
 They inched back into the darkness of the interior, now their friend, their cloak when each picked up a noise the other end of the cabin, just outside. The intruder lurked now on the front entry porch, possibly peeking into windows.
 It made it doubly frightful to have heard no one drive up the gravel road, to see no evidence of a car having arrived, and seeing no lights, not so much as a handheld lantern, only increased their apprehension. And to hear no one call out a friendly word as any neighbor might.
 No, this was no neighbor with a welcome wagon basket.
 Marcus rushed toward the front door, his gun extended, finger twitching. “You! You outside! I’ve got a gun and I damn well know how to use it.”
 “Ahhh…Marcus,” Katrina hissed. “Shut up.”
 “No, it’s time whoever is out there announce himself.”
 “It’s not that, Marcus.”
 “What?”
 “I didn’t put any bullets in the guns.”
 “What?”
 “No bullets.”
 “Why the hell not?”
 “I couldn’t find the shell boxes in all the clutter in the dark.”
 “Christ.”
 “You know how it is when you’re traveling. Everything packed. Can’t find a thing.”
 “How can you pack everything and not know where anything is.”
“Have you located your toothbrush?” she challenged him.
They now crouched below the front window, peeking out into the night. “You wanna chance finding my damn Glock, fully loaded, beside the Mickey Mouse clock now?”
 “Sounds like a plan.”
 He gasped.
 “What?” she asked. “What is it?”
 “Just saw movement out there.”
 “Movement? What sorta—”
 “Black shadow, low to the ground. Need that loaded weapon now.
 “Where? I don’t see anything.”
 “Just below the freakin’ window opposite us.”
 “The other side of this wall?”
 “Yes, and if he decides to open up, his cannon could go right through this wall. Don’t move and keep silent.”
 “But your gun.”
 “Shhh . . . stay.”
 Perspiration beaded her brow. “I’m sorry about the bullets, but—”
 He again shushed her.
 Their noise and talk seemed to trigger the killer into scratching at the window, as if trying to get on their last nerve or as if jimmying it open from the outside.
 Rydell saw his father’s 12-gauge pump-action shotgun hanging over the fireplace mantle. This long-barreled monster came with a huge roaring blast and made for a great squirrel scattering. He rushed for the shotgun, grabbed it, loaded it from cartridges in a box inside another box, finally turned, took aim and almost fired at the still scratching shape behind the drapes and the window, when he saw the spindly black, hairy arms were not human after all.
 “Damn it all!” he muttered and walked straight to the window, yanked back the curtains, and found himself eye to eye with a black German Shepherd, its tongue waving at him like a red bandana. “It’s just a goddamn dog,” he muttered.”
 “Just a dog?” She gasped. “ He’s beautiful—a beautiful sight.”
 “Beautiful? He scared you into tomorrow.”
 “Be happy, Rydell! God, we’re lucky we had no bullets. We might’ve killed him.” She went on a non-stop twenty questions rant over the dog. “I wonder where he came from. Think he’s hungry? Looks hardly more than a pub. Think he belongs to someone down the road? Let me check for a tag. Wonder if he’s hungry. How would you’ve felt if you’d killed him? Oh, my God. When I think of what might’ve happened.”
 “And you think you’re prepared to kill a man?” he asked, but she either ignored this or was so caught up in the four-legged visitor that she didn’t hear him.
 He opened the shotgun to empty it of shells when he thought better of it, leaving the thing loaded. Again she said, “You came so close to shooting this nice doggy!”
 “Serve him right,” he muttered. “Sneaking up on us like that.”
 “He’s probably been abandoned out here, poor thing. Lost maybe, turned around out there, maybe hungry.”
 “Speaking of which, I’m going to make that sandwich now,” he replied, his nerves shot, thinking how dead they’d’ve been had it not been a dog but Cantu out there. “We need to have an emergency contingency plan here, kiddo, one that includes loaded weapons at hand.”
 But she’d flicked the porch lights on again, and she was tearing open the door and going out onto the porch, greeting the black dog. They were already old friends.
 Over his shoulder, he added, “High Sierra all over again, and damn it, isn’t a black dog some sorta bad omen?”
“Only if you let it be! You’ve got a lousy attitude, Rydell,” she shouted back as the dog leapt at her and licked at her face. “He’s a kisser, this one! Gotta have family someplace. Maybe just wandered off.”
 “Always got dogs in these mountains. Some wild ones, too. Called Quarry dogs. They learn to beg from house to house. Got more sense than we do when it comes to making a living.” He grabbed up a kitchen knife and raided the refrigerator.
 She’d been thorough at what passed for a mall here—Buck’s Gun Shop, Feed & Grain, and General Store in Bear Claw. He had everything necessary to stack a sandwich. He grabbed another Sam Adams and drank as he worked.
 Meanwhile, Katrina had welcomed the dog inside, making Marcus groan. “Least leave the mutt out on the porch, Kat. Kat!”
 “It’s OK, he’s obviously house trained.”
 “How would you know that?”
 “Tags. He’s got tags.”
“Likely belongs to our nearest neighbor. You shouldn’t pen him in.”
 “ Tomorrow at light, we’ll go find out.”
 “What’d I tell you about spreading it around that we’re here?”
 Katrina began feeding the dog leftovers from breakfast scrapes, placing them onto a pewter plate and delivering the food to the animal as if it were royalty so far as Marcus could tell. She repeatedly said, “I just love dogs, don’t you?” She placed a few strips of the roast beef that Marcus had opened onto the dog’s plate.
 “What about you?” he asked her. “You want one of my super-dupper deals?” He pointed to the large sandwich he’d concocted for himself. “Want half?”
 “Maybe a half if you’re sharing?” she replied, staring at the about-to-tumble-over sandwich he’d masterminded.
 He sliced the existing edifice in half and placed hers onto a second pewter saucer. All round them in the kitchen hung shinning copper pots and pans.
 “Your folks were into pewter ware and copper, I’d say, huh?”
 “Mom, yeah. Dad preferred paper plates and towels beside the grill or better yet a campfire. Dad always said a man could find his thoughts in a good wood fire.”
 She laughed lightly in reply, making him ask, “What?”
“No wonder they got along. Denise never had to do dishes, and I suspect she let Patric philosophize under the stars here at Avalon all he wanted. And they shared a lot more than that; they shared you, and they shared their loss of Michael.”
 “Damn dog gave you quite a start,” he said to her, changing the subject with an abruptness that made it clear he did not want to talk about his parents or his lost brother. Between gulps where they stood at the kitchen island, he remained silent.
 “Me? I was concerned, naturally. Neither of us knew it was a dog out there.”
 “Come on, you were shaking, palpitating.”
 “You’re the one called out the arsenal.”
 “Some arsenal.”
 “All right, but thank God. How’d you be feeling if you’d shot Paco?”
 “Poco? Those tags have his name?”
 “No, just a number. Dog tags.”
 He examined them. They were Farrin County tags. “So how is it, he’s suddenly Paco? We take him to the local pound, get those numbers keyed in, he might be someone’s Blackie or Rocket.”
 “Look at him! The eyes say Paco, the mug, the ears.”
 “Maybe if you put a Sombrero on him.”
 “Now you see it, don’t you! He’s Paco, no?”
Damn she’s cute, he thought anew. “And how do you know he’s a he and not a her?”
 “Like I said, look at ’im! Try this angle.”
 “He didn’t move. “Oh…oh, yeah. Gotcha.”
 She laughed at Marcus. “Come on. You gotta admit, as dogs and broads go, Marcus, you lucked out here. Paco, Bonnie and Clyde. We’re an unbeatable team.”
 He thought of several comebacks to this, considered and discarded each, as he was sure she’d take his remarks quite wrong.
 “What? No clever retort?”
 “None that you’d find amusing, no.”
 “Come on, he’s friendly,” she said of Paco,“ obviously not a barker, well-heeled.”
 “So are you,” he retorted. “Haven’t heard you bark since O’Dule’s. As I recall, your gun wasn’t loaded then either. And a guard dog without a highly trained sense of when to bark and when not to is about as good as a nightingale without a song.”
 “Then can we keep him? At least for the night?”
 He took his sandwich to the other room, flicking on more lights as he went. He then settled in before the TV set, clicked it on, and wondered aloud, “Curious to see what’s been happening in the real world.”
 “What do you consider the real world? Fox or CNN?”
 “I prefer my news hard. Aren’t you the least bit curious what’s going on out there and in DC?”
 “Most likely same-o-same-o until we get a woman in the White House.”
 “Are you baiting me?”
 “Think of it a president not driven by a need for power and flesh.”
 “You are trying to pick a fight, aren’t you?” He smiled at her now.
 “I merely mean it’d be nice to have a president in the Oval Office who thinks the office is more important than energies related to the basest human instincts and drives.”
 “You can say libido and I’ll understand, Kat.”
 “Or dreams of glory and legacy,” she finished.
 “I just wanna get the weather,” he countered, another smile breaking over him.
 “While he searched for a news channel, she sat and asked, “What kind of success have you had as a private eye, Marcus?”
 “OK.” His attention was on a news report, something about a brutal murder back in good old Atlanta where such things happened all too frequently. While not the murder capitol of the US, it always fell in the top ten spots.
 “I mean if you were fooled by Paco,” she continued, a teasing quality coming through.
 “Don’t even go there! You were terrified of Paco, or don’t you recall?”
 “And you weren’t shaking?”
 “All that damn talk about how you learned everything about me, down to my choice of socks, damn it, I had every reason to suspect that Cantu learned of this place.”
 “It’s a Google world now, Marcus. That means we’re all subject to the eyes of the satellite.”
 “Is that right?:
 “Like the spectacles in the sky in The Great Gatsby; they’re watching.”
 “I never liked that book.”
 “Google can now take you to street level mapping? I mean it is mind-blowing. I can show you on the Mac.”
 “Not now.” He waved her to silence, listening to the details of a murder coming out of Atlanta: “…unidentified black male, mid-thirties, multiple signs of torture, broken neck, severed limbs, trussed up turkey fashion, and still smoldering from having been doused with an accelerant and set aflame.”
 Katrina stopped taking for this. The description of how the victim had died rang a shockingly familiar bell.
 “It’s him,” Marcus said.
 “Perhaps it’s just a coincidence?”
 “Helluva coincidence.” He turned up the volume. “In his letters, he promises you a Thanksgiving turkey, remember?”
 “No…I mean, yes, but this is a murdered black guy. Could be some sort of gang vengeance thing.”
 “Careful there, liberal girl, or you’ll sound like a racist.” His tone rang out in complete contempt for the idea.
 “You know I didn’t mean it like that.”
 “Wish it were true in this case. I get that.” 
 Hands wringing, teeth clenched, she said, “True—I don’t want to believe that Cantu did this—” she pointed at the TV where an indistinguishable victim, crushed to dwarf-size, dangled about a school flagpole on the city’s north side in upscale Buckhead—that he did this for my benefit just to frighten and warn me.”
 “To gaslight you,” he said.
 “Gaslight?” she didn’t understand his use of the old term.
 “One note says he means to do exactly this to you…truss you up after breaking every bone in your body, Doc. Look closely at what we’re seeing here. This has Cantu written all over it.”
 “His bloody work,” she dabbed at tears now. “And he knew we’d see it.”
 “Probably shot this tape and sold it to the Channel 4 News.”
 “This is how he’s moving against me? Killing another innocent person? Just to get my attention?” She began to cry flat out now. “It’s horrible.”
 “Yeah, he’s already torturing you and me.” He put the remainder of his sandwich aside and opened his cell phone. “I’ll make a call. See what I can find out. Obviously, they don’t want to reveal the victim’s name before informing the family. Maybe the guy is a gang banger; maybe this has nothing to do with our ahhh situation.” He could not convince her now, but he still tried. “I mean, perhaps you’re right instead of me…for a change.”
 He moved off into another room, allowing her some privacy, but Marcus could still hear her crying as he dialed John Thomas, the only Atlanta detective on the force with whom he’d maintained ties. JT, Atlanta Jack, had been the only one who still believed in Marcus, believed that one day he’d be exonerated—something even Marcus had given up on.
 JT came on immediately. “Marcus? Somehow I thought you’d call. So you’ve seen the news accounts?” No doubt JT was thinking, please God why’s Rydell calling me in the middle of this mess?”
 “Who caught this case?”
 “Afraid I have—me and Harriman.”
 “You still partnered with that prick?””
 “Guy’s a jerk agreed, but he’s got my back.”
 Marcus got the dig. “Listen, JT, I need to know as much about your victim as possible.” 
 “Marcus, you need to get a life and stop interfering in official police business.”
 “Paul Brunner’s sworn you to secrecy.” Marcus heard the commotion of many men at work around JT. “You at the crime scene now?”
 “Just got off my knees, barfed up that last bite I had at The 5 Seasons.”
 “They make a helluva home brew.”
 “Whataya want, Marcus? Kinda have my hands full here.”
 “Do you know who the victim is? A name?”
 “The guy is a fireball, man. It’s going to take all night to get his limbs rearranged and a miracle to ID him. Why’re you so ahhh…interested, anyway?”
 “Let’s just say I have a burning interest.”
 “You got some connection here?”
 “Nothing solid, no.”
 “Are you working a case that might involve my man here?”
 “Wow, very sharp! Atlanta Jack is back, but I won’t know that until you provide me with more information. Two way street here, buddy.”
 “I put that requisition in with your invoice a couple days ago.”
 “I’m not your snitch, JT. I’m a private investigator, remember?”
 “Sure, I know the difference JT.” He said it as if to say there was no difference.
 “First off, my old friend, I’m not working for Brunner anymore, remember?”
 “And second, old friend,” JT replied, “I’m not your trainee anymore.”
 Marcus had been JT’s training officer years before, before either of them made detective status. “You were the best training officer a guy could have in a squad car, and you make one helluva detective. Made me reach deeper, but I am still trying to extricate my ass out of the sling you put it in last time.”
 “Brunner can be an ass.”
 “Brunner, Bidderman, and Swete—all of ‘em are watching me like a hawk. Got a review coming up. Not to mention Stewy’s still pissed. So…”
 “So I get it. But I need to know all the same. It’s important.”
 “This was followed by a long silence at JT’s end. Finally, he said, “Right now, we know jack, and if you have any leads or ideas about who could’ve created this macabre murder—”
 “Then I’ll share it with you, JT, and you walk away a hero. All I ask in return is this favor… and a copy of the autopsy report.”
 “Jeeze, I suppose you want it delivered by secret courier, too, Mr. Bond. Listen, hot-shot, you got no regs ruling you. And the Atlanta PD isn’t Mission-fucking-Impossible.”
 “I get that but—”
 “You got that?”
 “No courier. I’ll give you a fax number when you call back.”
 “Somehow, Marcus, someone’s turned a human being into what looks like the results of a compactor, and I think we both know who’s behind it. I gotta get back to work here.”
 “Just a minute, JT.”
 “ G’bye!”
 “Damn, he hung up on me!” Marcus said, returning to Katrina. “Last friend in the department and he hangs up on me.” When she didn’t answer, he began to pace. “It’s got to be a horrific, disturbing crime scene,” he muttered, stopping before a mirror and seeing a different reflection than the one he’d seen back at the apartment building. His sallow cheeks appeared fleshed out, eyes bright, burning with purpose, clear and piercing. Even his hair and thin mustache appeared healthier. Certainly, his color looked better than he’d thought possible. “They’ll be at it—the scene—for hours. Maybe if I went down there.”
 She hadn’t responded; had in fact fallen fast asleep with Paco curled up at the foot of the couch beside her.
 He could fly down to Atlanta from nearby Blue Lake recreational airport and back again before she’d ever know, but was it advisable? He could just wait to hear from JT, but given their strained relationship and the time it took for an autopsy that could take days. If it’s Cantu’s handiwork, we need to know now; if coincidence, the work of some crude gang, some sick initiation paid for by Cantu, then we need to know. If for no other reason, to set our minds—hers in particular—at rest.
 “To act or not to act, that is the question,” he mused over a sleeping Kat.
 Asleep, she looked even more beatific, altogether angelic.  Lauren BaCall’s first time on screen, he thought then mused aloud, “Till she opens her mouth.” He banged about, trying to determine the depth of sleep she’d fallen into.
 Paco too was out. “Definitely down for the count…off to the neighborhood of Winken, Blinken, and Nod…and on to the land of REM.”
 But the dog yawned, eyes closed; then they open, looking up at him. If eyes could speak, the German Shepherd had a hundred questions.
 “ You, dog…Paco, you see no harm comes to her. Got that? Learn to bark while you’re at it.”
 He wrote out a note of his whereabouts, saying he’d be back as soon as humanly possible but that he felt compelled to fly down and back to Atlanta. He also warned that he’d loaded her two guns, adding, “should you need them” and “rely on Paco” which gave him a chuckle. He next locked everything tight before leaving, got into his motorboat, and headed for the town of Blue Ridge and the airport, the other side of the lake. The people at the airport knew him well, and they’d known his father. They’d be shocked to see him at any hour but surely now, as he’d have to wake old Dave Montclair to get clearance, but with that Cessna in the air, he could make it to the crime scene in Atlanta before it was entirely cleaned up.
 He wanted to see the carnage; not that he savored the idea, but he knew there was nothing like getting information first hand. He could learn the identity of the victim, and in doing so, learn if he had any connection to Cantu.
 He would have time, during the flight, to contemplate all the ripples in the pond that Cantu had created in the last month. Cantu was more complicated than Marcus had let on to Katrina. Cunning might be his middle name, but why would the man risk so much now? After having won his freedom all these years? Why had the bear come out of the woods? Because he could? Because the fiend wanted to play games? Repeat his victory? How mad was the madman? Had he run amok? Had he contracted some physical illness, a blood disorder to go along with his mental disorder? Was he near death himself and so wishing to go out with a bang? Was this all an elaborate form of suicide by cop?
 No way to know with Cantu.
 But if this was Cantu’s doing tonight in Atlanta, he’d declared open warfare on them all. Why else draw attention to himself? But then, it’d long ago been established that Cantu was a maniac with zero regard for human life, even the life he had himself brought into this world. Perhaps now he had no regard for his own life. If true, this made him an even more dangerous animal.
 Time was nearing 2AM when Marcus arrived at the other side of the lake, where he tied to at a public pier. The airport was within walking distance with a stop at Montclaire’s house along the way. Montclaire’s dog announced Marcus’s arrival, his braying enough to wake the dead in the cemetery two miles away. Old Dave would be waiting for him with a shotgun.
 House lights came up, and he saw a silhouette of a stoop-shouldered man who could not be mistaken for a danger shouting, “Who’s out there? Come on and get yourself an ass-full-o-it!”
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Rydell’s dropping in on crime scenes was nothing new, so showing up at this particular one surprised no one and angered everyone, or so it seemed. Everyone still had him responsible for what’d happened while he was unconscious. Peer pressure was not a matter simply for a high school population; it was at work in any social organization much like the witch-hunt mentality bubbling just beneath any social group. For this reason, JT had to at least appear to dislike Marcus.
 Marcus hadn’t been coming around of late, however, and he could sense that it was to JT’s disappointment that he showed up anew. For a long time, Marcus had habitually made the effort to put in an appearance at the most brutal crime scenes just to tick others off, and frankly because he missed the adrenaline rush of the first twenty-four hours of a homicide investigation. As a result, he’d been showing up as a private citizen and spectator at many a scene until his latest bout with depression had kept him away. 
 He had initially acted as if it were a social occasion, just on hand to say hello to a few men he still admired and respected, among them Detective Jack Thomas, someone he trusted. It had been an hour and fifteen minutes since Marcus had spoken to JT on the phone, and the younger man assumed he’d just climbed from bed, dressed, and caught a cab from his place to here. As he’d arrived in a cab, JT also asked, “Car in the shop, Marc?”
 As he had actually rested well at the cabin and wore the clothes of a vacationing tourist, JT also did a double take, telling him, “You look well.”
 Marcus looked back at the waiting cab. “Yeah, mechanics’ve been stiffing me all week,” he lied, believing the less JT knew at the moment, the more he might wrangle information from him.
 “That old Jeep of yours, I’ll bet it’s the PCV valve or that butterfly gizmo on the carburetor?”
 “Mechanics look like they’re fourteen…Twinkies.” To them a ‘carburetor’ measures the amount of carbs in your system.”
 “Oh, yeah…19.95 on the tube. So, Marcus, why’re you bothering with this case?”
 “Going to lay it out for you, my friend.” Marcus put a conspiratorial arm on JT’s shoulder and walked him a few feet from the others.
 “Like you did in the Crandle case?” JT shook off the arm.
 “Crandle would’ve been a helluva scandal for the department if it hadn’t been handled, and I handled it, and you know it, JT.”
 “And you a poet if you could do more than rhyme.”
 “A scandal for the entire force, had it not been for me. He’d have sung a helluva song.”
 “But for me—the only guy left who will even speak to you—you send me on a wild goose chase.”
 “At the time, I had no way of knowin’—”
 “Bullshit, Marc.”
 “Hey, hey, hey! Easy.”
 “ You deliberately sent me chasing a red herring.”
 “Damn it, son…kiddo, Crandle had to believe I was dirty, had to believe I had you in my pocket, too, and that I could send you off in that direction, away from his operation. Anything short of that, he’d have cut my throat along with Tommy DeYampert’s.”
 “You got your own damn snitch killed this time, Marc.”
 “No, he got himself killed. Whataya do now with your snitch dead?” said JT. “Look, all the same, you might’ve trusted informed me up front.”
 “It went down too fast. No time!”
 “ There’s such a thing as trust and fair play and—”
 “Sometimes Rumplestillskin can only be skinned by one man, partner. Besides, who got the collar, the citation?”
 “I’m not your partner.”
 “Look, JT, I need to know if you’ve ID tonight’s vic. Have you?”
Stewy Harriman, JT’s partner, had also been sent off in that wrong direction the last time that JT had trusted Marcus. He came rushing toward them now. “Get this bastard outta here, JT, or I’m personally talkin’ to Brunner.”
 “Pa-Personally?” asked Marcus. “Personally?”
 “Shut up. Marc. Take it easy, Stewy.”
 Marcus added, “Hey, I don’t get it. You guys got the collar on Crandle, regardless of the fact you did shit nothing to deserve it, and they say I’m a disgrace to the uniform!”
 “You are a disgrace to yourself, Rydell, and one day someone’s going to take you down.”
 “You wanna try now, Stewy? Shit for brains.”
 JT stood between the two, trying to keep them from getting within striking distance.
 “Whataya want here, Marc?” demanded Stewy.
 “I only wanna know if the dead guy is a gang banger or a legit citizen, and if so his identity is all, and I’m gone, kaput.”
 Harriman calmed and stormed back toward the inner circle of the crime scene, grumbling the entire way. The ME’s CSI Atlanta team worked assiduously about the twirling “package” of human flesh which had been left in place for the tedious analysis not just of the body but the geography around it, including the flagpole and the ropes. Some sick bastard had left a body in a condition no one had ever worked with before. By orders of the ME, everyone was to take all the time necessary and then some.
 In the near distance, Marcus read the words declaring the name of the school back of the flagpole: Peachtree High.
Does everything in this city have to be named after a pitted fruit, Marcus wondered as he scanned the crowd for any sign of Cantu. In his ear, JT said, “Soon as I know something about the victim, I’ll give you a ring. You needn’t’ve come all the way down here.”
 “You don’t know the half of it, JT.”
“Marc, you’re such a pain in the ass, you mean?”
“I’m here until you give me a name.”
 * 
 

 In the crowd, Iden Cantu moved. Slithered here, sidled up there, easing in and around but not in a nervous or anxious manner. Rather he moved like a pickpocket amid the crowd, unseen. And yet he saw everything.
 He’d gotten the desired result by killing and displaying Milton’s body in the fashion he’d chosen. He knew that Rydell couldn’t stay away; that’d he’d come running the moment news got out. Acting the part of a stringer with a camera, he’d sold the footage he’d shot to a news crew that’d gotten here too late to get the kind of exacting close ups he’d put on film using Milton’s own cell phone. Some of the shots would be too intense for viewers of any age, but they didn’t know that when they slipped him the five hundred dollars for the phone, no questions asked, no forms to fill out.
 Back at the apartment where Rydell was supposed to be, Cantu had soon realized that both Rydell and the Mallory woman had fled; that they’d gotten by him. The last he’d seen of Rydell, the man had exited the garage in his Cherokee and calmly drove off. He hadn’t thought much of it until he discovered hours later that Rydell wasn’t coming back.
 Cantu had figured too late that the light left on in Mallory’s apartment was only meant as a signal of her being inside, just to throw him off—as in a campfire left burning. When he’d been unable to find her moving about the apartment from his perch on a nearby building, he’d gone into Rydell’s building, picked her lock, gotten inside and found only a few scraps of her clothing left. She’d been in the jeep with Rydell all along, and the two of them had escaped his vigilance.
 As a result, Lawrence T. Milton’s scheduled death was moved up to tonight.
 Cantu had been watching the excited gestures of the cops and the PI moments before, and now he watched Rydell searching the crowd for any sign that Iden Cantu lurked here so as to enjoy the effects of his skills.
 Cantu had plans for Rydell. Wanted him to be the last in the little line of Indians he wished to eliminate in the same manner as Milton here. So he mustn’t be recognized or seen as someone overly curious or appearing anxious in the crowd.
 To this end, although disguised, he eased back of people.
 The wind had lifted and eddied to carry the stench of charred flesh over the crowd in a wafting, choking manner that caused many onlookers to back off as well, leaving Cantu more exposed. Thanks to the disguise, however, he felt confident that Rydell could not possibly recognize him. He’d come dressed as a homeless down and out. His teeth altered. Eyes sunken beneath thick brows, reading glasses, a battered hat and coat, wrinkled shirt, pants with rents, shoes of a clown. His features as masked were those of the Geico Insurance cave man in the TV ads.
 Cantu wanted Rydell to suffer, and he felt well on his way to that end.
 The why of it? Cantu did not fully understand it or himself or why it was so important to him; why it’d become a fixation for him. He really truly had no reason to want to destroy this man any further than he had. It’d been a diabolic plan set in motion years before, when he decided to let Detective Rydell live where he’d fallen, sprawled and crumpled among the dead in something akin to an epileptic fit. Cantu could not say why he had fixated on it this way, but there it was. He wanted to screw with the detective for as long as it lasted.
 Rydell, like the other cops that night four years ago, had just been doing his job. Only something of a supernatural nature happened to Rydell, a paralysis sending him to his knees as he did before any gunfire erupted. His partner grabbing him, perhaps thinking it a heart attack, or that Rydell had been shot with a gun using a silencer—only to hear the crack of the bullet that opened up his own head.
 Rydell’s partner fell over him, dead and bleeding out.
 The two uniformed cops crouched and opened fire—a barrage of it that literally tore the door to shreds. But Iden Cantu was smarter and faster than the cops. He’d already cut a hole through two walls in the semi-abandoned building where he’d wound up after his wife had sent him packing. This portal had allowed Cantu not only escape but advantage. The last door he pushed out of opened on the backs of the kneeling uniformed cops. Taking them out, including the woman, was like shooting ducks in a gallery.
Done with ease.
 Two shots, one to each head. Blankenship got it the back of the head; never knew what hit her. Mallory had turned, fired one round, missed and took the last shot to the forehead.
 One after another piled over Rydell, pinning him under their combined weight. Even if he were conscious, he could not have gotten to his gun, moved, or fired. Cantu had stood over the pile of bleeding flesh, staring into Rydell’s rolled back eyes, thinking him a dead man from heart attack, but then Marcus began gasping for air. He was in fact alive amid all the death. Something in Cantu liked the picture the way it was, liked the notion of letting this man live with what’d happened. Killing him outright at that moment felt like one brush stroke too many. Felt like it would destroy all the artistry to that point.
 Rydell thrashed about. Cantu leaned in and put the muzzle to the back of his head. He’d put him out of his misery, came the thought. Then followed: What happens to this guy if he lives? Think of what this’ll do to him. Talk about longsuffering.
 He pulled back. Sirens rang in the distance, coming closer. He backed off and rushed for the fire escape and the roof.
 It was by no means pity nor generosity but a simple curious thought that had kept Rydell alive.
What happens if I let him live? How’s that gonna play out for him and for me? At that instant, a sweet power had filled his mind. Sure, I hold his life in my hands, and sure I can snuff him here and now, but suppose…just suppose I don’t. What then happens? How’s it gonna make me feel to kill him? Nothing of feeling left inside. Not in me…not after killing my kids, my wife. But what do I feel if I give this stranger to me life instead of death? To allow him to live? Now that’s god stuff, man.
Kinda like keepin’ it open for a sequel, he thought now, watching the man he had ‘allowed’ to live—his very own creation in a sense—pace back and forth and try to push other cops around, now as a private eye. Cantu erupted in a coarse laughter at the thought of how he had manipulated Rydell all these years. It’d had him contemplating too the many other lives his actions that day had touched upon and altered. He had changed the fate of everyone associated with the cops he’d killed, and none more so than the cop he’d allowed to live. And now this.
 He’d manipulated the big man to come out of hiding.
 He moved deeper into the city shadows.
 Power was the real meaning behind the letters to Mallory. A way to get reacquainted with the entire ‘old gang’ that he’d watched now for so long from afar. He’d learned all about Mallory, about Milton, and about Mrs. Miersky and what all of them had or had not done with their lives since he’d shattered their picture-perfect worlds.
 Iden Cantu felt a great ball of satisfaction well up from his gut on manipulating the supposed intelligent Detective Rydell. Like a puppet on a string to use a cliché, he thought now.
 He wanted to watch as his creation, his puppet, came completely apart at the seams. Why he could not say. The strangest of human mystery was the heart, and so often there was no clue, no resolution, only confusion in the end. To question the human heart one might as well question God himself…if a body believed in a god, any god. God with a capital G or a lowercase g—anything. He’d lost all hope of having a god, so now he played one.
 Understanding himself was not in the cards. The steroids, the cocaine, the uppers and downers he’d been on when he’d killed the family didn’t explain it, and he would not accept drugs as a viable reason for his actions of the past, and here he was now, clean of drugs but addicted to this feeling of control and power he could wield over those he terrified. An undeniable high.
A man just did things; a man might kill for no good reason. Not everything had to make sense in a senseless, chaotic world.
 Cantu found a park bench across from the crime scene and declared it his by virtue of his unkempt look and the stench he’d applied liberally to himself. This stench, coupled with his appearance ought to keep people from getting too near or wanting to get too near. He had first eased back of the crowd when he saw uniformed police going about asking if anyone had seen anything unusual in the schoolyard tonight.
 Four years earlier, Cantu had gone into hiding in the Georgia forests, following the Appalachian Trail which he’d known since childhood. This escape came directly after the gun battle that had cost Rydell his job and his dignity. In the thick ancient forests, Iden had no equal; no man or dog could best him in the dense woods a few hours outside Atlanta.
 Venturing back to the big city had been no easy decision, but there was a great pull to do so. A tractor beam. The allure of screwing with Rydell, of once again letting him live so as to watch others die around him. Do it again—this time with civilians, women, and children. Perhaps even a dog or two if they got in the way. Call it an experiment from on high, from Rydell’s new god, Cantu.
 He might even allow Rydell to live after…to live on with the compounded guilt. Maybe to the point where the poor bastard could indeed pull the trigger on himself instead of merely toying with the idea. Imagine it, he’d told himself many times over, if I could drive someone to take his own life. Now that’s godlike and sweet, his fevered brain informed him.
 This tormenting of another man had not been entirely of Iden Cantu’s choosing. In a way, Marcus Rydell brought it on himself. Asked for it. After all, it’d been the detective who’d chosen that moment in time to faint out. Rydell had, in a sense, chosen Cantu as his god, and not the other way around.
 Iden made the mistake of looking up when he heard someone in the crowd tell one of the uniformed cops that maybe the old man on the bench saw something. Cantu made the mistake of making eye contact. The boy-faced police officer approached abruptly, coming straight for Cantu.
Decision time.
 Fight or flight? Flee or lie all the way through it. Play the part or carve the turkey?
It might go either way.
Depends.
Decide.
Lie…play it out.
 The interrogation began on the way to him as the cop shouted, “Hey, old-timer, you live around here?”
 “It’s my bench.”
 “How long you been here?”
 “Three maybe four months.”
 “No, I mean tonight…tonight.”
 “Couple hours, maybe.”
 “You didn’t see nothing?”
 “Is that a question or a statement of fact.”
 “Don’t go getting’ smart with me, pops. Just answer the question.”
 “I didn’t.”
 “Didn’t?”
 “Didn’t, that’s right.”
 “Didn’t see nothing or didn’t like get smart with me?”
 “Neither nor.”
“If you don’t stop playin’ games,” replied the cop in a threatening tone, notebook in hand. “Now did you see anything unusual happening in the schoolyard across the street?”
 “When?”
 “We suspect couple hours ago.”
 “I don’t own a watch.”
 “Did you see anything, old man?”
 “Saw a cop taking a leak while his partner was vomitin’ but other than that, hah, naw…didn’t see nothing.”
 “You don’t talk like you’re from around here.”
 “You mean I sound good for a bum?”
 “Let’s say better’n most…bums, yeah. But you smell ‘bout the same. Why don’t you get a job instead of going around like you got leprosy or something.”
 “How’d’ya know I don’t have leprosy, Chief?”
 “OK, you saw nothing. Won’t waste any more of your precious time.” As he moved off the cop muttered, “Coot.”
 Arrogance getting the better of Cantu, he shouted at the cop’s back, “No law in Georgia ‘gainst sittin’ and cogitatin’ is there?” 
 The young cop turned and with a red face shouted back, “There is a Fulton County law against loiterin’ and—“
 “Trashin, we know.”
 “We?”
 “My boys and me.” Having a little fun, Cantu grabbed his crotch and then bugged out his eyes at the cop. “Here’s what we think-a-Fulton County.” Cantu’s brashness worked like a charm.
 Frowning, ignoring the insulting gestures of the homeless guy, the officer simply walked off, shaking his head.
 Cantu thought how easily it’d be to have snapped the cop’s pencil neck like a dry twig if he’d chosen to drag him into the dark. Too bad there were so many people about; the curious sheep, how much he hated them all.
 He had not only killed Blankenship’s stockbroker boyfriend, but he’d made a spectacle of the body. Authorities, dummies that they were, would be babbling and scratching their heads and asses like so many baboons over this one. Baffled is what the headlines would call the cops, a direct result of his night’s work.
 “But Rydell will know,” he assured himself. Rydell will figure it out, and he and Doctor Mallory can stew in their own fears, knowing he was coming for them. But not before he got his hands on Miersky’s wife and children. Then Mallory would follow. After that, he’d return to that exquisite state of godliness he experienced in the mountains that’d been created eons ago for him as his fortress. And once it was over? Would he be at an impasse, a quandary as to what to do with Rydell in the end, after all the others were dead and lying about Rydell—again?
Whether tis nobler to kill a man outright or to destroy his spirit and watch him do it to himself, that is the question. To kill or to control the kill.
After all, the true purpose of writing those letters to Dr. Katrina Mallory was to terrorize her and to challenge Marcus Rydell.
Been tooooo lonely too long. He dredged up a line from Elvis.
Alone with my drawbridge,an island of one.  The thought sounded absolutely familiar and yet poetic. “Maybe I got a poem in me…maybe a song,” he told himself
in a voice that sounded like gravel on a washboard.
 He found and melted into a dark corner away from the park, away from those who’d asked him questions. A safe and distant perch, but not too distant. He must keep tabs on Rydell who would surely lead him back to Mallory and perhaps the whereabouts of the Mierskys who seemed to have vanished.
 But anyone can be found. Just go up on the net. He created a poem on the spot to fit his flitting thoughts: 
 Go a-floatin’ through the sky…
 over the moat and the drawbridge,
 and the troll I…beneath the bridge,
 as my needful needs won’t be denied.
One day to meet muther
 on the other side…
 W-Where I’ll strangle her further
Till she’s good and died.
 
 
 
 
 But he knew that he could never kill muther. She was the one person on earth he could not kill. That tough of woman would die a natural death and never repent and be laid to rest and no one would ever know or care what she’d done to him.
 He slapped on the last lines in the imagined poem:
 In the life hereafter as well,
 See you, Muther,
 be it in heaven or be it hell.
 
 
 T W E L V E
 
 
While awaiting news on the identity of the victim, Marcus had picked up a few details but not enough to be of help in truly knowing if this was Lawrence Milton, the stock broker’s remains. Marcus, an observant man as observation was half of detective work, had watched the uniforms canvassing the area in an attempt to find anyone who had seen anything, and he’d watched one young cop go entirely out of his way to question a bum on a park bench across the street.
 One reason that’d burned at him back at the cabin to get to the crime scene was the sure fact that many an arsonist and many a murderer enjoyed basking in the “afterglow” of what they’d done, of seeing the authorities scrambling about, perturbed, shaking heads and becoming frustrated. It was a psychological need on the part of the perpetrator to bask in his handiwork, and being on hand while the scene was being processed or while the body still smoldered proved irresistible to many a sick-o. For this reason, Marcus believed that Iden Cantu was as nearby here as he’d felt him at O’Dule’s the night he’d truly met Kat.
 And so Marcus had remained patient and vigilant until he saw the body language of the bum speaking to the cop in the park across the street. They had a longer than expected conversation, which at first glance meant the park bum had something useful to say, something to bring to the attention of detectives. Then it looked like an argument that might end in the civilian’s arrest. Then the young cop simply walked off, clearly finished with this ‘witness’ and his account of what?
 Marcus waylaid the young cop and asked him, “What’d you get from the park bench bum?”
 “Nothing. Lot of gibberish and back-talk. Like to kick his ass.”
 “Arrogant SOB, eh?” He knew that Cantu had gone by many aliases and disguises.
 “Yeah, real smartass. If we weren’t so busy, I’d’ve run him in for vagrancy and anything else I could think of. Hey, aren’t you Rydell? Former Detective Marcus Rydell, now a PI?”
 “Look, kid, I think the guy you were talking to could be the killer in disguise.”
 “You’re shittin’ me?”
 “I shit you not, and look—he’s gone from the bench.”
 The young cop, his nameplate reading Parish, swallowed hard. “I don’t see him.”
 “He’s spotted us talking, knows I’m onto him!” Marcus raced for the park, realizing the black night had swallowed Cantu up; that all Cantu needed to do was step into the shadows here and he’d disappear.
 Marcus gave chase when he saw a shadow in the shadows moving fast and away from the area. “Stand and fight, Cantu!” he shouted, racing down an alleyway now a block from the park.
 Ahead of him garbage cans were being overturned by the dark form he chased. He threw caution to the wind and ran as fast as he could toward the sound when suddenly, as if hit by a bullet, he felt incapable of breathing. His knees buckled below him, and he fell to all fours. In an attempt to breathe, he gasped, moaned, pleaded for the gift taken away so suddenly moments before he blacked out, moments before the young police officer named Parish caught up to him, gun drawn, fully believing that Rydell had been shot dead, yet he’d not heard any shots fired.
 He wondered if the man Rydell had been chasing had used a silencer. He kneeled over Marcus, fingers on his throat. He got a pulse but it was weak and erratic.
“Damn…damn!” He got on his radio and called for his partner back at the crime scene and said, “Franklin, get me some medical assistance from those guys standing round waiting for the ME to finish. I need it now!”
 “Where the hell are you? What’s your location, and what’s your emergency.”
 “Alley back of Catalina Park, west of the park. Me and Rydell just gave chase to a suspect.”
 “Suspect in our murder at the school?”
 “Person of interest. Get me a medic for Rydell, now!”
 “Parish, how’d you get hooked up with that loser?”
 “Never mind that! Medic! Officer—ahhh civilian casualty!”
 Marcus came to on a stretcher back at the crime scene where he caught the tail end of arguments over what to do with him and who among the medical teams was going to transport him to Atlanta General or to St. Francis.
 He sat up and tossed away the sheets covering him and climbed from the back of the ambulance and assured the paramedics that he was fine and that he refused transportation, thus ending the feud. Not knowing his condition or what had caused his blackout, no one had hooked him up to an IV.
 JT had watched him manfully push his way back to life and the crime scene. He took him by the arm. “What happened the other side of the park?”
 “Thought I saw a suspicious-looking character who might know something; guy ran from me and Parish. I was about to catch up to him when—”
 “When you blacked out, I know. You’re a liability as a partner but Parish is too green to know it. “Keep the fuck outta my investigation, Marcus. I won’t tell you twice. You’re going to get someone killed—and that usually means someone other than yourself whenever you’re involved. Now I want you out of here.”
 “Tell me what you know of the victim and I’m gone like smoke, Jack.”
 JT gave him a name and an identity. It proved Cantu’s work on the basis of the victim. Now he felt doubly sure that he’d been chasing Iden Cantu down that alleyway when everything turned black.
 What JT said about getting others killed was only too true. He could black out while flying back to Blue Ridge Lake. He could do so at the next moment of high stress. He could get Kat killed.
 * 
 

 Katrina Mallory awoke to the sensation she was alone; that the big cabin in the woods thrummed with the sound of the refrigerator, and that was all, save for Paco who’d taken up residence at the foot the sofa where she’d unceremoniously nodded off. Paco’s breathing was rhythmic and sure. Last thing she recalled was Marcus talking to himself. Now the place felt completely empty save for them. Could it be?
 She got up and pulled the blanket over her shoulders. She guessed that Marcus had covered her with it. She wandered the outer rooms to find no one, and yet she’d had the sensation—or was it a dream—that Marcus was moving about. But had that been earlier—far earlier with her in a state of semi-consciousness, and how long ago was that? The clock showed just after four in the morning.
 She continued moving about the house. Nothing out of place in the kitchen. No missing beers from the fridge as she’d begun to count his intake.
 She carefully and quietly made her way down the shoulder-narrow stairwell to his downstairs digs. When she got to the bottom with but a few squeaks, she saw his bed had not been slept in. She looked through the open bathroom door. Not a sound, no one.
 “He’s gone!” she said to Paco who’d pattered down after her. “He’s bloody left me alone out here!”
 A part of her brain said no. He must be out, roaming the perimeter like a good soldier, maybe even setting out rattling cans and booby traps like he’d kiddingly said the other day. That’d make sense if the bed hadn’t been made, tucked in at the corners. Would he have stopped to make the bed before doing a reconnaissance? Is that how marines do it? Like Cantu, Marcus was once a marine. She had seen photos of him in his dress blues, and in his police uniform. Who could miss the photos; peppered all over the house, they were. Obviously, by proud parents.
 She decided to make coffee, remain calm, be patient. There must be an explanation.
 She flicked on a radio for some noise only to hear again the report of that awful killing in Atlanta.
 “No way,” she said to herself. Had he planned this all along? Strand me out here, return to the city, go after Cantu all on his own?
 She rushed to the front of the cabin to see that the car remained in the driveway. She breathed easier. No, he’d not abandoned her…not entirely.
 “So where the hell is he?” she asked Paco whose whine did not suffice as an answer. “Make coffee. When in a crisis, make coffee,” she told herself, went to the kitchen, and did so.
 From the kitchen window, Katrina saw the faint edge of morning far off in the sky. Light hadn’t arrived yet when she stepped out onto the deck, a cup of coffee in one hand, her loaded Glock in the other. She’d found the Glock and her Luger both loaded with a note on a coffee table. The note read—Take care as both guns are loaded, Marcus. She cast about for another note that might explain his whereabouts, but she found none.
 Out over the lake, all was fogbound and dismal. In fact a good name for this place might be Dismal Hollow, she thought. An owl off in the woods signaled its mate. She heard dry twigs snapping underfoot of something on what seemed all fours, something large, something heavy and weighty, perhaps a deer or a bear. Smaller, skittering animals piped in next. The lake shone in the twilight like a bottomless pool over which lay a thin mirror of reflection like ice in winter but not ice and it wasn’t winter.
 Each new sound around them had Paco alerting, his ears perking this way and that, only adding fuel to the fire of her paranoia.
 “I got a right to my fear,” she reminded herself just as Paco alerted again and edged toward the steps, his body language clear. He wanted after what was out there. “Paco, get back here! Paco!” But the dog instead leapt from the deck and out into the blackened forest to give chase to the invisibles out here.
 No use. The dog was gone in an instant. “So much for feeding you!” she shouted, completely alone now at the house. “Where in hell is Marcus?”
 The dark forest meanwhile chased a brightening horizon blocked by towering mountains. Daylight on its way or not, Kat chased audible phantoms in the brush. Maybe it was all just the changing of the guard, the nocturnals being replaced by creatures of the morning. She momentarily wondered what the formal name for daytime vermin might be.
 She retreated back inside, her grip on the gun tightening when she heard what sounded like Paco scratching at the front door. She moved toward the sound, gun poised when she stepped on something crunching beneath her feet. In the dim light, she saw that it was a second note left by Marcus, and lifting it, she scanned it for where he might be. In a moment, she was seething and angry with Marcus, who had indeed gone back to the city and had left her alone.
 Kat steeled herself. At least she knew the situation now, and she wasn’t completely helpless. After all, she’d taken lessons in holding and firing, and she’d gotten pretty good at it, but now her hands shook. She’d never fired a gun while in fear for her life; she’d never fired a gun at anything moving or living.
 Instead of opening the door for Paco, she sneaked a look out the window only to see the dog at the foot of the stairs, standing over something, sniffing at it. She couldn’t determine what prize the dog had brought her, but it did seem a small, dead animal. Paco caught sight of her watching, and he barked. It seemed a proud bark, and he repeated it as if insisting she come out to admire his kill and to perhaps make a stew of it. The thought made her laugh even as it revolted her.
 She lowered the gun but held firm to it. Still in the clothes she’d fallen asleep in, feeling a need for a shower, she feared doing so unless she locked the bathroom door. With the noise gone again, she now tucked the gun into the small of her back at the waistband.
 She unlocked and stepped through the front door that looked out onto the gravel drive, reassured once more that Marcus couldn’t be far off with his Jeep sitting here. She inched out onto the porch to inspect Paco’s kill. She gasped at what the dog had dragged in from the bush—a multicolored snake the size of her arm, dead, half chewed up by Paco, who’d obviously avoided being bitten by the poisonous creature.
 The snake returned her thoughts to Iden Cantu.
 Under her breath, she dared the bastard to show himself. “Come on, you creep! Step up. Just show yourself. You know you want to.”
 Unlike Marcus who knew jack shit about the internet and its more insidious uses, she felt confident that Cantu would in time come, and this would be the perfect place to corner, incapacitate, and go to work on the hog of a man.
 “I want you alive,” she said under her breath. Wounded maybe but certainly alive. Joe Brewer, the man who’d taught her how to shoot had given her lessons in how to stop a man cold via the kneecaps. He’d be as helpless as the spineless worm he is. Alive and ready for her vengeance at the end of a scalpel. 
 “Bring it on, you bastard!” she shouted to the forests as the first faint light of morning shone over the mountains. Had the darkness chased the light, or had the day chased the night?
 “But going for the kneecaps is risky, especially with a moving target,” Joe had cautioned her. “If you miss, you could be his. Much better to put him down with a single shot here or here.” Brewer had indicated first the heart, then the head.
 Paco barked in response to her shouting at the forests. His barking and her words echoed over the eerily quiet woods. Then she heard the thrum of a motorboat in the distance out on the lake. “Marcus!”
 

T H I R T E E N
 

As he approached over the water in the small excursion craft, Rydell wondered how much to tell Katrina. He’d seen the house come into view and seeing her standing out on the deck overlooking the lake, he felt like the proverbial husband sneaking in after a night of carousing. Surely, he faced her wrath.
 Before he’d gotten far from Atlanta, he had gotten word through JT that the coroner had finally identified the body with ease, as the killer had left the dead man’s wallet intact and shoved down his throat. The killer managed to do so by cutting the apex at each side of the mouth, to in effect widen the orifice to accommodate the thick wallet. Credit cards and driver’s license along with the man’s business card all neatly arranged in the stockbroker’s Gucci billfold. 
 JT had used that old standard of cops on the scene for dealing with such horror—black humor—saying, “ Only the best tasting, finest Corinthian leather from Gucci.”
 Even the finest leather must taste awful when force fed, Rydell had thought on hearing this bit of news. “So, he was no gang member?”
 “He’s your guy, the one you hoped he wouldn’t be.”
 “Lawrence Milton?”
 “Same guy all set to marry Joely Blankenship four years ago, yes. Guy who suffered once before at the hand of Iden Cantu.”
 “I suspected as much.”
 “This some kinda personal shit between you and that psycho, Marcus?”
 “Why couldn’t it’ve been another Milton?” he asked the wind and the lake now.
 Neither the wind nor the lake answered. If they knew, they weren’t telling.
 Twilight had left the area, giving way to sunrays shimmering through a misty morning, the rays sluicing through in some areas, held a bay elsewhere around the lake. Shadows remained, carved in giant sections. The occasional dogwood flower peeked through. A lot of ground fog needed burning off and a ghostly layer drifted atop the water, lifting in places to reveal a placid blue like a freshly poured sheet of ice in shadow. Wherever a spot of sun spilled through the trees to kiss the lake, a morning sheen spread as if alive or the next best thing—as if stained glass.
 The place was cathedral-like. He remembered why his father and mother had loved Blue Ridge so damned much.
 For now he must deal with the pacing woman on the deck with a gun in her hand.
 He wondered just how much he should share, how much to hold back. How descriptive did he dare get with the details here. For instance where the wallet was found and what’d tipped CSI to its presence in the gullet. How much would keep Katrina alive, how much might shake her up enough to let him handle this matter alone, get herself to a safe distance?
 It felt like a tightrope walk.
 How much could she take? How much was he willing to impart? 
Neck snapped, limbs broken, legs and arms folded in like matchsticks. Facial features made prominent like a book facing out.
He swerved to avoid a crooked snag floating in the water. With so much horror on his mind, the snag looked the part of a dead man’s withered arm and hand. He half expected to see a wristwatch on the damn thing.
 The boat skimmed over the water reminding him how much he’d loved boating and speed, the cool morning wind lifting his hair. Cantu must be totally and completely mad to ‘announce’ himself this way. To declare open war on Rydell meant that anyone close could be collateral damage—including Katrina Mallory. Again he looked up to see her anxiously pacing, coffee cup in hand, the weapon out of sight now. Was she staring out at him or glaring out at him?
 Perhaps he ought to’ve brought flowers. Perhaps he ought to simply lie, tell her he’d been unable to sleep, had taken the boat out for a good workout. What his father used to call his water stroll. But he’d left that damned note.
But then again, he thought, the unvarnished truth might arm her, whereas a fairytale could get her killed.
The roar of the engine reverberated, the boat skimming overtop the water, the foamy wake the only disturbance for miles. He brought the boat full around, arching to a near flip-over before parking it dockside. He waved to Katrina, but she only returned a frown. While tying to de-board, he heard her footsteps coming down the pier, and from the sheer pouncing of her bare feet, he thought warpath.
He smiled but did not let her see the smile. This is what life’s all about, he thought. She’d gone on the offensive, coming straight for him, shouting, “What’s the idea? You want to scare me to death? Going off to Atlanta and leaving me here alone?
 In his fatigue, he could mount no defense. She held the scribbled note over his head.
 “Told you I’d be back as soon as I could.”
 “How did you make the round trip? On that?” She pointed to the boat.
 He pointed across the lake. “Small airport the other side of the lake. Cub plane.”
 “You own a cub plane?”
 “Cessna. Didn’t your research say so?”
 “I knew you were a pilot is all.”
 “With you asleep, I thought it the best time to ahhh… leave and come back.”
 She glared anew at him, her features like a flare. “You should’ve awakened me. I’d’ve gone with you.”
 “You had the dog for company, and I presume found the guns I loaded just for you.”
 “I want to know everything.”
 “Everything?”
 “Your trip in the wee hours. All you learned about Milton. Beginning with is it our Milton who’s been murdered?”
 “Afraid so.”
 “Then he—Cantu—has set things into motion, and you like a fool are giving him exactly what he wants.”
 “Hold on, Doctor.”
 “He’s obviously followed you from the crime scene, or haven’t you thought of that?”
 In his fatigue, with a great lack of sleep, he had given it serious thought; however, he’d been extremely careful in making his way back to the Atlanta Municipal Business airport, taking a number of detours, on and off ramps, and unnecessary side streets. Trained in such matters, he felt confident that even if he were being followed by Cantu, or an agent of Cantu’s, he’d shaken loose. 
 “All the same, this place may have been compromised.”
 “I took a plane back. He wasn’t on board, and there were no stowaways.”
 She took in a great breath of air. “You know, he just may know about this place anyway. Just seeing you get on a plane—your plane, I presume—would tell him where we are, Detective. I mean…duh.”
 “I think you’re just spoiling for a fight.”
 “That too.”
 He stormed past her and up the boards to the deck and house. “I need sleep.”
 “Whoa up, not before you tell me all the details of how Lawrence died.”
 He turned on her. “I don’t have all the details. CSI is still working on the details.”
 “Then tell me what you saw firsthand. I wanna know.”
 “No you don’t.” He kept going.
 She rushed after. “Yes, I do. I’m a big girl, even have some knowledge of medicine and the human body as well as how to fire that Glock.”
 He kept going. Inside, he found the coffee and gulped a cup down. She stood across the kitchen. Behind her, through the glass doors, birds flitted past and sunlight danced amid the dappled leaves. Rydell heard music playing in the other room, a soft rock tune, sounded like Billy Joel maybe. The room smelled of freshly heated waffles and maple syrup which tightened his stomach in a ball right now.
 “All right. Get some shut-eye,” she said on looking more closely at Marcus. “You look like hell.” It was a lie as he looked positively invigorated, she thought. “After which I will want a full accounting. “
 “Deal, OK.”
 She continued to pursue him through the house, and to the top of the stairs he’d gone down. “ You go rushing off, leaving me alone here, knowing he could be out there at any time.”
 Halfway down, he turned. “I had to know—we had to know—if it was the same man, Milton.”
 “Now we know.”
 “Now we know what we’re in for; that much is certain.”
 She calmed a bit. “His time in the woods has made him even more of a maniac, hasn’t it?”
 “He’s ex-marine, a trapper-hunter, able to survive for years alone, and yet he chose to come back to essentially get us—essentially a pair of strangers to him. Yeah, you could say he’s a total whack-job.”
 “And he’s driven by what? What fuels him?”
 “Your guess is as good as mine.”
 “Whatever it is, you’ve gained a helluva lotta fuel over this whole thing, too.”
“What’s that supposed to mean?” He stood now at the bottom of the stairs; she’d remained at the top.
 “You’re enjoying yourself is what I mean.”
 “I would hardly call it enjoying myself.”
 “Cantu’s got a desire to hurt you further, to humiliate you, Marcus, further, and to do so he’ll kill anyone you think you can save, including me. So just don’t get to happy with things as they are, OK?”
 “God, Katrina, I don’t think you have a clue what you’re saying, else my lack of sleep is hearing you wrong.”
 “Yeah…yeah, I’m sure that’s it.” She slammed the door at the top of the stairs. This fueled his anger. He rushed back up and caught up with her in the living room. “Look, I admit I’ve returned to the world and to what I know best—investigating, hunting. But that doesn’t make me a monster like him.”
 They stared across at one another. It felt like a moment in the relationship when it could go completely awry if either said the wrong thing. “Look, Detective, all I’m saying is that maybe what motivates you—the hunt—is what motivates this maniac.”
 “The hunt, I suppose you’re right.”
 She shrugged. “All I’m saying.”
 “The hunt and the kill.” He shuffled off to his bed.
 “I will want to know every flaming detail!” she shouted after him.
 “Later.”
 “Maybe I’ll go for a ride on the lake then!”
 He stormed back at her like a man shot from a cannon. “No, you don’t go three feet from the house, understood?”
 “I’m just saying—”
 “No, I’m saying and that’s an order!”
 “Whoa, easy.” He’d taken her by the shoulders.
 “Come to think of it, you don’t go outside, not so much as the porch or the deck. Not alone…not without—”
 “I’ve got Paco.”
 “Inside!” he shouted so loud as to disturb Paco who’d been lying in a corner.
 “All right, all right. Go to bed. You’re far too grumpy.”
 “Remember, stay—”
 “Inside. Got it. Now go, go!”
 “I’m sorry I yelled.”
 “Do you feel a need to get in the last word every time we talk?”
 “No, I don’t. It’s not about that. It’s about your safety.”
 “You’re the one about to topple over. Get thee to a pillow, now!” she ordered, a raised index finger shaking at his nose.
 His shoulders slumped, he asked, “Do you have to have the last word, always?”
“Frankly, yes! Especially when I’m the wronged party.”
“I see. One of those people who doesn’t believe in the word sorry, see it as a weakness, huh?”
“I can say I’m sorry when circumstances call for it, but believe me, with men, that’s a rarity.”
F O U R T E E N
 
 
Several hours later, the Rydell cabin
 
 
“From what JT told me, and from what I could see, the head and limbs were bound by yards and yards of heavy medical tape to tuck everything into the center at the torso. Hung up like a side of beef. Only thing keeping the flies off was the smoke.” Marcus had decided to leave no detail out; she needed to fear this man with every fiber of her being.
 “My God,” Mallory quietly erupted. “He used medical tape to stick his damnable letters in places where I’d find them.”
 “As I recall, his murdered wife had been a nurse,” added Marcus. His wife had been a nurse.” He sipped at a beer. “Milton had every part of his body tucked in and bound to the chest with the same sort of tape.”
 More information had come in via CNN and other news outlets while Marcus had slept. “They’re saying Milton had been a basketball star at the high school where Cantu strung up his remains.”
 Rydell tried to imagine the horror of what Milton must have endured. He imagined Cantu telling the other man precisely what he had in mind for his remains.
 “Something the newsmen don’t know, Doc.”
 “What’s that?”
 “Attached to the body or rather in his mouth along with the wallet, the killer left a note.”
 “Bastard likes to write, doesn’t he?”
 “Note read: one down, five to go.”
 “Five?”
 “I figure he’s talking about you, me and Miersky’s wife and two kids.”
 “Oh my God.”
 “I tried to get in touch with Nora while in Atlanta, but she’s not there.”
 “Where is she?”
 “Dunno. It’s been years. For all I know—”
 “We’ve got to find her and those kids! Warn her!”
 “We will. We will.”
 “We’re just sitting here doing nothing, and this maniac is one step ahead of us.”
 “Easy.”
 “He may well’ve already abducted those kids, your partner Stan’s kids.”
 “I’m not sitting on my ass on this.”
 She stared across at him on his ass and drinking another Sam Adams.
 “What’re we going to do now?” she pleaded.
 “I’ve got JT working on determining the whereabouts of the Miersky family.”
 “The cops? Whoop-de-do!”
 “JT’s not the cops. I’ve told him everything to win his trust. We have a partner in JT.”
 “JT, huh? Would that be Jack Thomas?”
 “You know Jack?” He jumped up, rushed the kitchen, and returned with another beer.
 She paced the living room. “Detective Thomas, sure, I know Dee-tec-tive Thomas.”
 “Do you have to make the word detective sound like a dirty word?”
 “Only in the context of the few I’ve known.”
 “What kinda vote of confidence is that?”
 “You wanted me to sit home waiting for results, just like your buddy JT, and if I had, maybe that wouldn’t’ve been Milton dangling murdered at his alma mater; maybe it would’ve been me dangling in pieces at Jefferson High or Georgia Tech.”
He bit his upper lip, giving thought to the wisdom of this young woman. He knew she was correct. Somehow, he knew that Cantu’s entire purpose, for whatever twisted motive or lack of motive, the monster wanted to toy with the mouse until the end. He wanted Rydell to keep on paying for the day they failed to meet man to man.
 He said none of this. He’d also lied about involving JT. He just wanted her to calm down and trust in him. To that end, he took her hand in his and firmly said, “Katrina…Kat, all we can do at the moment is wait for JT’s call. Have a brewsky.” He extended the beer he’d just opened to her. He did indeed have someone searching for Nora and the kids, but it wasn’t anyone in the Atlanta PD. I just need a snitch in time, he silently told himself.
 Two sips and a frustrated shake of the head later and Rydell’s cell phone rang.
 * 
 
 
 “Do you like to fly?” he asked her after hanging up on the snitch he kept exaggeratedly calling JT.
 “Depends. Where too?” Kat’s forehead creased with the question.
 “Nashville.”
 “We could drive that in an hour, hour and a half from here.”
 “We don’t want to be behind Cantu on this one.”
 “You think Cantu knows the Miersky’s have moved to Nashville?”
 “They’ve not moved there. Just on a trip, some school function or other if JT’s information is good.”
 “Hmmpf! And if he can get that information, then so can that murdering, foul- smelling Cantu.”
 He nodded. “Obviously, he knew a lot about Milton. Downright creepy how much you can learn about a stranger these days.”
 “Why do you suppose he…I mean, what kind of a thrill can he get out of murdering people he doesn’t even know?”
 “But he does get to know them…homework…electronically.”
 “All right, we fly to Nashville,” she said. “Then what?”
 “We have to convince Stan’s wife to come back with us, here.”
 “Here? Wouldn’t it be more advisable for her to get on a plane bound for…I dunno, Costa Rica?”
 “Maybe, maybe not. At any rate, we have to warn her.”
 “Call ahead.”
 “Two problems with that.” He dialed as he spoke. “One, she wouldn’t listen to JT, so she’s not likely to listen to reason from the guy who got Stan killed, and two, she still lives in Atlanta or rather Marietta. What’s happening in Tennessee is that one of her kids is in a concert there.”
 “A concert, heh?”
 “Plays some instrument.”
 He then ordered up his plane to be made ready. “Be there in ten, fifteen minutes.”
He said to Mallory, “Pack an overnight bag and that Luger of yours.”
 “You planning on kidnapping these people? I thought abduction wasn’t your style…shattered some sort of code?”
 “I plan on never seeing another body in the condition that Milton was left in. Now get packing.” 
 * 
 
 
 They were soon rushing out for the boat, Paco with them, but when they got to the boat, both Marcus and the dog balked—Marcus at taking him along, Paco at getting into the boat. “We have to leave him, Kat.”
 “To the elements?”
 “To his resourcefulness. He found us. He’ll find some other suck-ahhh— someone to take him in. Found you, didn’t he?”
 “It’s cruel to just leave him here.”
 Paco got along perfectly well before we arrived, and now—”
 “I can’t just leave him behind like this.”
 “But he doesn’t want to go and there’d be no room in the plane for him anyhow.” He kept his tone as practical sounding as possible. “Look at him!”
 “He’s afraid of water for some reason.”
 “Or boats. Get in. No time to lose.”
 “But Paco!”
 “You have two choices.”
 She glared at him where she remained on the wharf. “Can’t you at least try to get him into the boat?”
 “I don’t fancy being bitten, and I don’t think I can make Paco jump into this boat. Hell, I can’t even get you into the boat—a reasonable person.”
 She stewed where she stood.
 “You staying with Paco or going with me?” he asked as he revved up the motor.
 At the last instant, Katrina leapt aboard, her face telegraphing that she was an unhappy camper.
 As they moved off from the dock and the house, the plume of the wake building behind them, a forlorn Paco stood at the end of the wharf, skin rippling as in a shiver, barking, running to and fro.
 “Marcus, he’s going to jump into the lake. Look at him.”
 “No he won’t.”
 Katrina had thought about how terrified she’d been here alone. She simply could not go through that again.
 “Are you sure? Sure Paco will be all right without us?”
 “Trust me. He’ll take up with the next hand that feeds him.”
 “You really are a cynic, aren’t you?”
 “Paco’ll do just fine.”
 “How can you be so sure?”
 “The dog is an opportunist.”
 “And on what do you base that?”
 “I’ve seen his kind before,” joked Marcus. “Even interrogated a few.”
 
 
F I F T E E N
 
Nashville was nothing like it’d been the last time Rydell had seen it. In fact, the place had turned into a complete zoo, a musical zoo. Every street appeared to have been named after some country music singer, and finally they found June Carter Parkway and slipped quietly off and onto Merle Haggard Boulevard. Traffic could not be believed, almost rivaling that of a typical day in Atlanta, but here was a much smaller city with a population boom no one could have predicted. “Everybody wants to be the next Billy Ray Cyrus,” Rydell said to Mallory from the driver’s seat of the rental they’d picked up at the small business airport. 
 “Everything changes.”
 “It’s the Elvis effect.”
 “Elvis effect?”
 “American royalty. Everyone growing up today believes in overnight success the way they think Elvis Presley did it.”
“I thought that was the American dream.”
 “No one wants to know how many one-night stands a guy like Presley had to work, how many country roads driven down, or how many county hot, humid, stinking county fairs had to be played before he became an overnight sensation.”
 “So half the population of Nashville is trying to break into the country music game.” She shrugged. “What’s the harm?”
 “Harm is everyone who has half a mind to become a musician and even less talent is sadly in for a rude awakening.”
 “That’s harsh.”
 “That’s fact. Just watch the tryouts on American Idol.”
 “So how do we locate the Mierskys?”
 “One of the kids is playing at a talent show, something called Nashville Idol.”
 “Ahhh…no wonder you’re on your high horse.”
“At any rate, that’s why the family is here.”
 “Not a concert, a talent show?”
 “Afraid so.”
 “All that from Thomas?”
 “I trained JT.”
 They pulled into a parking garage and found a space on the fourth level. Rydell, ever vigilant of his surroundings, eyeballed all the others in the garage, going to and from the elevators. “You expect to see him here?” she asked, surprised.
 “We’ve no idea where he is, but we know he’s after the same prize, those kids.”
 “Sends a chill through me to think of that monster getting his hands on kids.”
 “Sends chills through me thinking of him getting his hands on me.”
 “Guess there’s no such thing as—”
 “Being too careful with this maniac? No, there isn’t.”
 “Even if he has figured out where the Mierskys are, we’ve got to be ahead of him,” she replied.
 “Depends where he was last night, today.”
 The elevator doors popped open and a man in a wheelchair being pushed by a younger man came at them without warning. “Outta the way!”
 They backed up and stood aside as the elderly gentleman grumbled something about rude people. Rydell heard only scattered words about how you let people off before you jump on a g’damn elevator. Something about the wrinkled old white-haired man covered with blanket recalled Cantu’s disguise the night before in Atlanta, but he realized it was just paranoia at play in his skull..
 They rode the elevator down to street level. “You OK?” she asked him.
 “Yeah, fine…just thought that guy in the wheelchair…well…could be Cantu in disguise but I’m just being ahhh…”
 “Man, you’re more paranoid than I am.”
 He stopped her with a cold look. “I saw Lawrence’s body up close. Maybe I shoulda taken you with me. Might’ve done you some good.”
 “Hold on. What’s that ‘spose to mean?”
 “Means you have no idea what this creature is capable of until you’ve seen his handiwork up close.”
 The elevator doors opened on more faces coming on board as they exited. As they left the garage for the street, Kat was now scanning every face for any semblance of Cantu or anything out of the ordinary.
 Half a block away, they located the Cornelius School for Country Music. A huge banner proclaimed today as Nashville Idol Day here, open auditions for a day at the Grand Old Opry and possible stardom.
 “This must be the place,” she said as they entered.
 “Looks like a scam to me,” he muttered.
 Inside the sleek glass doors, the huge outer foyer was jammed with people, most of them young and many with hovering parents and grandparents; would-be singers loosening up, dancers bumping and grinding, and instrumentalists in practice, some merely tuning up, others looking as if they might take their banjos and fiddles overhead to smash them on the stone tiled floor. The costumes ran the gamut from decorous to Hollywood Hillbilly and back again, one fellow looking for all the world like Indiana Jones. Every age, race, and size, some absolutely anorexic, some so large as to create wonderment, some looking psychotic. They were all here.
 “Stan woulda never stood for his kid being in a freak show like this,” Marcus muttered in her ear over the den. 
 Rydell quickly found someone in some capacity that might know something about locating someone in this crowd. When he flashed his old police badge, he mumbled, “Atlanta PD. Need to immediately locate a Mrs. Stan Miersky, first name’s Nora.”
 The man with the clipboard said, “I got no Mrs. Stan or a Nora Miersky.”
 The list was pages long. There appeared to be well over a thousand people awaiting the contest judges. “Look again, closer.”
 “Hold on. I got a Danny Miersky on my maybe to return list, but if he’s the kid I think, well sorry if you’re related, but I don’t think the kid’ll make it in show biz. Certainly not with that name, not on stage at the Opry.”
 “Where’s Danny then, now?”
 “I’ll just call him on the PA system, but can’t guarantee he’s even in the building. Last I saw, he was, you know, in tears.”
 “Get his name out over the PA.”
 “Sure, sure.”
 “ Have him and his mother come to the front of the line.”
 The organizer did as told, and soon a large woman, pushing one boy with a violin and holding a younger girl in tow came bustling toward the giant wooden doors that led to the stage. A small man stood with them, bland of eye and balding.
 Nora Miersky recognized Rydell as soon as their eyes locked. “Nora. Looking well,” he said.
 “What the hell’re you doing here?”
 “We’ve got to talk. It’s urgent.”
 The woman returned a dumbfounded stare. “Can’t you see I’m busy here? And how did you find us?”
 “I’m still a detective, and I can see you’ve got your hands full, but this is extremely important.”
 “So’s my kid.”
 “Glad to hear it, but Nora.”
 “My kid’s been called back. They’re giving him a second chance, so if you don’t mind.”
 Rydell caught the emphasis on second chance. “No, sorry. I had them page you. Like I said—”
 “Of course, you had them page Danny?” Nora Miersky’s forehead was suddenly dimpled with railroad tracks.
 “I did. Look, Nora. It’s about the safety of your kids and you.”
 Nora’s thin, small male companion, who’d followed in the rear, piped up. “What’s this all about, Nora? Who are these people?”
 “I’ll handle it, Carl.”
 “Who’s he?” asked Rydell.
 “Danny’s and Jenny’s stepfather.” 
 Poor excuse for Stan’s replacement, Rydell thought on first impression. “Glad to hear you’ve moved on.”
 “Move on or stagnate. Not much choice. What is it you want, Marcus? And whataya mean barging in like this?”
 Katrina blurted out, “Iden Cantu is back, and he’s hunting people who have one thing in common, Mrs. Miersky.”
 Nora gasped. “Cantu’s surfaced again?”
 “And who are you?” asked the stepfather.
 “Terry Mallory’s wife.”
 “Mallory died with Stan, Carl.” Nora’s eyes flashed on Marcus as she said this. “Just a kid, but an honorable cop from all I saw.”
 “That’s right,” added Kat. “I lost my husband to Cantu, and now he’s back. Back for us.”
 “Back for us? For who? Who’s this us?” asked Nora.
 “You, your kids, me, Lawrence Milton, who was murdered yesterday in Atlanta.”
 She glared at Rydell. “Are you saying that Danny and Jenny are in this maniac’s sights?”
 “I’m sorry, Nora, but yes. Yes, they are. It’s why we’re here. To warn you and take your family to a safe house.”
 She lost strength in her legs and her small husband struggled to keep her afoot long enough to find a chair. Both children began crying and pleading for her to be all right. Katrina instinctively held the quaking woman. 
 “Are you saying,” Nora began, her breast heaving with her gasps, “that this fiend is here in Nashville, stalking us?”
 “We don’t know precisely where he is, Nora,” said Rydell. “Only that he has targeted us all, myself included, anyone who survived loved ones the day of the shooting. It’s a mission with him. And he’s shown up in Atlanta where he’s already killed Milton.”
 “We believe he’s still in Atlanta,” added Kat. “Isn’t that right, Marcus?”
 Marcus hadn’t told Kat about the blackout he’d experienced while chasing a man he believed to be Cantu the other night. “He’s definitely in the greater Atlanta area, Nora, and that means Marietta as well.”
 “But if you two could find us here, so could he.”
 “That’s right.”
 The stepfather stood by her nervously twitching. “This is a horrible turn of events. We’d thought that maniac dead, eaten up by hunger—the elements—disease.”
 “You can’t remain here,” said Rydell.
 “And you can’t go home to Atlanta.”
 “Marietta,” she corrected Katrina. “We live in Marietta.”
 “All the same, you can’t go there, Nora,” warned Marcus. “He’s sure to know where you live.”
 “Is that right?” Nora continued to fight for air.
 “We must assume so, yes.”
 “Then why’re you handling it? Why aren’t the Atlanta police handling this? Why aren’t they here with an escort?”
 “They’re slow off the mark, Nora. Stan would tell you the same. Come away with us.”
 “Where do we go then?”
 “We’re staying in the woods north of Atlanta,” Marcus said.
 “Your family home at Blue Ridge?” she asked.
 “ You’ll all be safe there until we can all figure out something better.”
 “How Stan loved that place, the lake, and….”
 “It’s big enough for all of us.”
 “I don’t know.”
 “It’s been safe for us for the past few days,” said Katrina, feeling ambivalent about the idea of their being on hand when and if Cantu arrived to take his medicine, but on the flight here, Marcus had said it’d only be for a short time, just until they could place the Mierskys somewhere safer still as he’d put it.
 “Carl, I’m not sure we have a choice,” began Nora.
 “But we’ve sunk every dime into getting Danny into this competition,” Carl protested.
 “There’ll be other opportunities,” she assured Danny, hugging him to her.
Not if this monster gets hold of you, thought Rydell, rubbing a soreness from his neck. “I hate to be blunt, but for now, I really want you to come with us to the airport. Crowd like this.” He indicated the crush of people here.
 Kat added, “He could be staring at us right this moment.”
 Marcus calmly said to Nora and Carl, “I don’t want this bastard getting hold of the children.”
 “You’ll watch your language in front of the kids,” said Carl.
 “What’re you, a preacher?”
 “A deacon at First Baptist of Marietta.”
 Nora, ignoring this exchange, stood on shaky legs. Stan had been the love of her life. This could not be easy for her. “I want to be armed then, to…to protect my kids.”
 “We’ve got a small arsenal at the cabin,” replied Katrina.
 “This is awful, Carl…just awful,” she addressed her husband. “And…and I’m going to need to count on you like never before.”
 The stepfather introduced himself now to Marcus, ignoring Katrina. He said, “Deacon Carl Schramick, sell drywall.” Carl shook hands with Marcus and when Katrina put her hand out, he also shook it, his gaze lingering over Kat, his handshake a limp fish. “I think for now, we’d best do what they say, Nora. For now that is.”
 “Done then,” Marcus firmly replied thinking Carl might be more of an albatross than the kids and Nora together. “Need gather up your things and be out at—”
 “Now? Before I get my second chance?” complained ten-year-old Danny still confused at having heard his name on the PA, still game to go before the judges a second time. Nora took him aside and explained. The others watched the boy’s face turn to the picture of disappointment, tears welling up. 
 “Children,” said Carl, eyes rolling. “Danny, do like your mom says.”
 “They hear and understand more than we give ’em credit for,” said Kat, but the Deacon either didn’t hear her or didn’t want to hear her.
 Rydell put out a hand to the heavyset Nora to help her from the crouching position she’d taken with Danny. She refused his hand, and Marcus’s tone turned to that of a drill sergeant. “Get back to your hotel room, pack, and take a cab to the Nashville Business Airport east of the city. We’ll meet you there. My plane seats exactly six.”
 “Not me, Mr. Rydell,” said Carl. “I’ll drive the car back to Marietta, got work on Monday, a major contractor. Date’s been set for months.”
 “Listen, Carl is it?” asked Rydell, taking the frail looking man aside. “You have any idea what this guy will do to you if he finds you alone at home?”
 “Technically, I’m not one of his targets, now am I? I mean, I didn’t lose anyone four years ago. He’s not interested in me.”
 Nora glared at the deacon who continued on, saying, “Besides, I can take care of myself. I own several hunting rifles and a .22.”
 “I’m sure that’s what they’ll put on your tombstone, too,” countered Kat, losing patience with this man.
 “Carl,” Marcus continued to reason with the smaller man. “ This guy Cantu is everything you’ve heard and worse. He is beyond your worst nightmare.”
 “Think Jeffrey Dahmer, Freddie Kruger and Charlie Manson rolled into one,” added Kat.
 “OK, it’s OK,” Nora said, “Carl’s coming.”
 “I can speak for myself, dear.”
 “Sir,” said Marcus. “ This psycho will torture you until you tell him where your wife and children are hiding out, and then he will set what’s left of you on fire.”
 “Are you trying to frighten me?” Carl Schramick puffed out his thin chest.
 “I hope so.”
 “Carl, we’re leaving the van parked at the airport, and we’re following Marcus’s advice to the letter, understood?” Nora had been leaning in to see what Rydell had to say to her new husband. Her tone left nothing further to say.
 Carl relented. “All right, all right if you all are so determined.”
 “It’s all hopefully temporary, Carl, Mr. Schramick,” added Katrina, attempting to soothe things over. “Just until we can figure out our best options.”
 Little Danny had concluded his crying jag and hung on his mother’s leg, his violin set aside. Jenny, slightly taller but just as thin, was older by a year. She sat with her head in her hands, looking bored and tired.
 “We’ll see you at the airport. Don’t delay,” said Marcus.
 Once out of earshot of the Mierskys, Kat said to Marcus, “How do you like the Deacon?”
“No comment.”
 “Come on.”
 “Just what I need,” muttered Marcus as they found the parking garage. “Not enough I’m saddled with a dog and a dame; now I have to deal with a widow, kids, and a weasel.”
 “You think he just wanted to distance himself?” she asked.
 “Sounded that way to me.”
 “Hey, Marcus, just look on it as a growth experience.”
 “Gray hairs are growing fast.”
S I X T E E N
 
 
Once the children learned they’d be flying in a Cessna, all crying and bellyaching came to an abrupt halt, and later, traversing the lake in a motorboat, the boy quickly forgot any dreams of a career in the footsteps of Kenny Chesney in the Nashville entertainment industry.
 Promises of the Grand Old Opry stage notwithstanding, Marcus held grave doubts about the credibility of what he’d seen at the open cattle call or more precisely a sting, a scam, a fleecing of the sheep. The entry fees alone must have netted the organizers a small fortune.
 The entire way back, Nora and Carl had been at odds, whispering and arguing various points. Rydell caught the word legitimate and authorities a couple of times coming out of Carl.
 Marcus didn’t bother trying to discuss the rationale of their plan over the roar of the airplane, nor later over the sound of the motorboat. But a growing fear of their huddling here at Blue Ridge seemed to be festering in Carl and perhaps Nora as well. Marcus imagined they’d all have it out, as it were, when they got to the house, once the children were safely tucked away and out of earshot.
 On the lake now, speeding toward the house, it was growing dark out, the light fading. In fact, they had just about enough light left to see how to dock and get everyone off the boat and trundled into the house.
 No sign of Paco anywhere.
 Upset, Katrina called out to him, her voice filling the woods. No response.
 “Who’s Paco?” asked the little girl, Jenny.
 “Is he Mexican?” asked her brother.
 “Paco is a stray dog,” Marcus glumly said.
 “My dog,” countered Kat.
 “A dog?” asked Jenny, her eyes becoming saucers.
 The kid-questions flew. “You’ve got a dog?”
 “What kinda dog?”
 “Where is he?”
 “Is he a he? Or is she a she?”
 “Is he a big ‘un or a lil’ ‘un?”
 The rest of the night the kids insisted Marcus produce the dog.
 While their parents insisted on knowing why he’d not alerted authorities to the situation.
 He could hardly tell them of the deal struck with Katrina, that she’d hired him for his services to end the life of Iden Cantu one way or another—any way possible. He certainly could not tell them of Katrina’s plan to torture Cantu.
 So he danced around the question. “What’ve the authorities done for four years, Nora?”
 She hadn’t an answer to this.
 “First they allowed him to escape the city. Then they allow him to live freely, cavorting around the Georgia landscape.”
 Kat leapt in, adding, “They’ve been sitting on their thumbs now for four years?”
 “Marcus’s right, Carl, they’re useless,” agreed Nora. “Cantu has rubbed their faces in their own stupidity all this time.”
 “And doing it again,” said Kat.
 Marcus, hands raised in supplication, said, “The fiend’s, walking around Atlanta right now pretty as you please.”
 “While we’re prisoners of fear hiding in the woods here,” replied Nora.
 “This isn’t my idea of getting things done,” added Carl, pacing. A more agitated little man Marcus had never known. “Besides, I have responsibilities at the job, clients.”
 “Would you prefer they found you dangling from a rooftop, dead?” Marcus confronted him, nose to nose. “Your body broken in half in a dozen places, all your bones and limbs stuffed into a gunny sack and set afire?”
 The question silenced all talk.
 “Look, I saw firsthand what this lunatic did to Larry Milton. It’s an ugly, horrible way to die this so-called man plans for us all.”
 “How the hell do we know you’re not luring us here to use as bait?” erupted Nora, suddenly mouthing something, no doubt Carl had put in her mind. Nora’s residual anger at Marcus for “letting Stan die” remained strong. In fact, the anger in her eyes recalled the anger there the day he’d had to tell her of Stan’s death.
 “You know better’n that Nora.”
 “Do I? Do I?”
 “I’d never knowingly put you or Stan’s kids in harm’s way, damn it. You know that.”
 Katrina jumped in. “Nora, we believe at the moment this house is the only safe place.” She knew this wasn’t completely so, but she believed for the moment that it was so. “We’re hoping he—Cantu—knows nothing about it.”
 “So far as you know?” she countered.
 “So far as we know, yes.”
 “But you can’t know that, now can you?” Nora replied.
 “We can fly you and the children out at a moment’s notice if it comes to that,” said Marcus, downing another beer.
 “All the same,” countered Carl, “I think the local authorities here in—what’s the name of this place?”
 “Blue Ridge Lake,” said Nora. “Stan and I used to come up here summers for a weekend getaway with Marcus and his family and parents. Whatever’s become of Bev, Marcus, and the little ones?”
 “Ohio became of them.”
 “She called me sometime after the divorce, but we lost track.” Nora said to Katrina, “Beverly was such a sweet person, and she had the nicest kids on the planet.”
 “You got that right,” muttered Marcus, pacing now, uncomfortable with the direction things had gone in. “I’ve got the nicest kids on the planet.”
 “Of course, I meant you, too,” said Nora.
 “Maybe we should all be in Ohio,” commented Carl.
 Marcus abruptly said, “Kids can take my old room downstairs. I’ll quick pack. Camp out on the sofa. You two can have the second bedroom upstairs left. With this Marcus left the room, a hurt obviously shadowing him.
 “That man has issues,” said Nora after Marcus left.
 “I’ve learned to trust him,” replied Katrina.
 “You two ahhh…have a thing going, honey? If so, let me warn you right now. That one’s trouble. Always has been. Got my Stan killed and your man as well. You might’ve forgiven the bastard but not me, never.”
 “I’ll forgive him when he kills Cantu.”
 Carl attempted to console Nora with an arm around her shoulder, but Nora pushed away. “Get our bags upstairs and put down that swill,” she said of the Sam Adams he’d been sipping at like a choirboy.
 Katrina looked into the other room where the children had taken up a puzzle of all things and were working assiduously at finding all the border and corner pieces. On closer inspection, she saw that the puzzle was a gay scene of people at a fair, perhaps a county fair with all manner of farm animals, rides and roller-coasters. Beside this, lay a Parcheesi board with game pieces strewn about.
 Katrina snapped on the TV and found a news anchorwoman with fine features, coiffed blonde hair, and a button nose above a bright smile was going on at length about a horrendous murder. The reporter’s bone-gnashing details about how Milton had died seemed to Katrina something out of a B-horror film. She then warned viewers to take children from the room but instantly a grainy film began to play—a frightful close up depiction of Lawrence Milton’s corpse dangling like a sack of potatoes from the school flagpole. The footage, the reporter said, had come from a cell phone owned by a citizen onlooker.
 Katrina snapped the TV off for fear the children might see. She inwardly quaked, feeling like a child herself.
 * 
 

 Iden Cantu had a fair idea where Katrina Mallory and Marcus Rydell were, the cabin home of Rydell’s unfortunately deceased parents—unfortunate because Cantu could not use them to harm Rydell. They’d escaped his plans during the past four years through death by natural causes, and this disturbed him. He’d dreamed of a far different sort of death for Momma and Poppa Rydell, to really twist the psychic knife he’d plunged into Marcus on their first meeting.
 Rydell could wait, he decided when he’d watched the plane take off that night Milton’s body had become everyone’s central focus. Instead, Cantu concentrated his efforts on the remaining Mierskys tonight.
 He’d gone by night to their Marietta address, cursing his short-sightedness in not having gotten to them earlier. He feared Rydell would telephone ahead, warn Nora Miersky, and she might flee with the children. He’d sped northward on I-75 like a man possessed, weaving in and out of heavy traffic in the old battered Dodge pickup he had taken from a day laborer who’d traded his life for a cigarette. A quick, painless death. One snap of the neck in Cantu’s arms.
 A pummeling rain had begun slapping at the windshield like wet gloves, and when he’d turned on the wipers, he found them broken and all but worthless. As a result, he’d had to pull over, wait for the rain to calm, and as he did so, he’d fallen asleep and was roused by a pair of curious cops banging with their flashlights the top of the cab, sending a shock through the killer this late afternoon. He rolled down his window to a beefy Atlanta State Patrol officer who unceremoniously told to be on his way. “Sign says No Shoulder here! Wanna get somebody killed?”
 “’Course not, sir…sorry officer,” replied Cantu, who had grown enough facial hair to rival Grizzly Adams after four years of hiding out in the mountains. “Just thought it safer to pull over than fall asleep at the wheel.”
 “I agree, better safe than dead,” replied the male officer. 
 “Couldn’t see in the storm, actually. Pulled over, got bored, fell asleep.”
 The other cop was checking the license on the truck, and this one was now reading the big adhesive sign on the door. “Funny, you don’t look like your name’d be Hor-hey.”
 “Hor-hey?”
 “The truck. Says right below your arm: Jorge’s Cesspool Cleaning and
Repair…Jorge, you know, Spanish for George.”
 “Oh, yeah, George! Jorge likes to be called George. We’re close.”
 The cop hadn’t changed expression one iota. “Fact is, you look like a Fred or a Tom, maybe a Bill. Think I wanna see some ID.”
 Cantu had his hand on a snub-nosed .38 kept at the ready and about to blow this pig’s head off when the female partner shouted, “Earl! We’ve got a serious call! A homicide. Needed elsewhere—now!”
“Name is Mark Bowers,” Cantu lied to the officer. “Just bought Jorge out, you see, and the truck and the pump in back is pretty much the business.” 
“Awww-right, Mr. Bowers. Push off.”
 Not wishing to draw any further attention to himself, Cantu took the warning in stride and was thankful the cop hadn’t pushed him further for registration and license, neither of which he had.
 He found a room after this, still in need of sleep. By daybreak the next day, he’d finally located the correct address in an affluent neighborhood in Marietta, and his pickup with pump stood out like a beacon that someone in the area had a cesspool meltdown. The truck’s doors were plastered with a sign that read : Jorge’s Cesspool Cleaning & Repair. Even so, careful to draw as little attention as possible to himself, he pulled into the winding drive and parked beneath shade trees. He went to the Miersky’s door and knocked.
 No answer. Lights on inside but no answer.
 Again he knocked and he rang the bell.
 No answer.
 It felt like no one home.
 He thought of breaking in; waiting for them on the inside when they returned from wherever they might be. But suppose that were days from now?
 Cantu searched the neighborhood for any prying eyes. Sound of footfalls. A white haired old lady with her dog stood eyeballing him from the curb, staring down the driveway to where he stood on the porch. She kept going.
 He located a cloudy garage window. Two-car garage with only a small sedan inside. He turned to find the lady with the white puff of a dog coming at him, straight past his Junker to stand before him. “They’re on a trip,” said the feisty old woman. “If you’re looking to do some yard work or tree trimming, come down three doors on the left, my place. I’m Mabel Watson and this here is Snowball. She needlessly pointed to her yipping dog.
 The dog, a Pomeranian, ran around in circles on his tight leash and wildly barked in a high-pitched-last-nerve shrill tone. “I don’t understand why Snowy is so agitated,” she said.
 “Do the Mierskys live here?” he asked for lack of anything else to say.
“Oh, no, they’re the Schramicks.”
 “I got a note to see a Mrs. Nora Miersky, this address.”
 “You know, I think she must’ve given you her maiden name. Strange. I wonder then.”
 I’ll bet you wonder then, you old bitty, he thought but said, “She said over the phone she had kids and needed the work done now—yesterday, in fact.”
 “She has two kids,” volunteered the neighbor. “Danny and Jennifer, lovely kids.” She giggled. The dog continued to yip at Cantu.
 “Took an instant dislike, didn’t ya, Snowy? He’s a bother. Never you mind, Mr. ahhh…” The old woman was thinking that Snowball knew character, and this was not good, his taking a distinct displeasure in this ‘contractor’s’ odor and appearance. 
 “I’ll have to come back,” he said.
 “Maybe a couple of days.”
 “Why, you know where they went?”
 “No, no I don’t.”
 He studied her eyes for any sign of guile but found none. Still he summed up people as cunning, deceitful, and treacherous with skills in trickery. That much Muther had taught him for sure.
 “No one in the whole damn neighborhood tells an old crow like me anything, Mr. ahhh…”
He wanted to drag her into the nearest bushes but there were too many windows all round, and from any one of them someone could be watching. “Bowers, ma’am, Mark Bowers,”
“So who is Jorge?”
 He gritted his teeth. The woman had long before become exasperating. “Company name, ma’am—Jorge’s. Came with the truck, so I kept it for business, see. Real name is Mark.”
 “Good Christian name is Mark. Good and solid. Well, I’d best get home now. Come on, Snowy.” She turned and made her way back to the street, the dog intermittently fighting the leash, turning and barking at Cantu aka Mark Bowers.
 Cantu watched the woman and her do until she returned to her normal route. He wondered if anything had been said that shouldn’t’ve been said, and if the old crone was going straight for a phone to call the local cops. He’d be an easy target with that cesspool sign on the truck. He wondered if he oughtn’t to get in his truck and run down the old lady and her dog, Snowball, too. But he thought better of it. He would have to return to find the Schramicks home one night. This just wasn’t that night.
 The drive back to Atlanta felt like depression personified. He’d really wanted to do Nora Miersky and her kids. Do them up in the manner he’d done Milton. Announce to the world a killer worse than the infamous BTK killer, worse than any old Boston or Hillside Strangler. No other serial killer did his victims the way he did. Who else “smoked” the broken, tortured bodies of his victims in an ancient Indian ritual.
 And he wouldn’t balk at killing children.
 Then it dawned on Iden Cantu. “Damn me. Hard to think like Rydell. Hard to think like a man with concern for others and none whatsoever for himself or for living. Like his concern for the little Oriental girl that Iden had sold into bondage while pretending to be a cop.
 Where’s Rydell right this moment if not protecting those children? The offspring of Stan Miersky, his best friend and partner?
 Of course, he’d want them close.
 Cantu found the next off-ramp, drove up and through the light, crossing the bridge and going back the way he’d come. He needed to watch for the exit taking him northeast on 19. He needed to stop, get gas, something to drink and eat, maybe find a room for the day, catch some real sleep. But he also wanted to pick up and study a map of the Blue Ridge Lake region, including a topographical map of the area. This he’d find at the closest forestry department. It’d all take time, but he had time.
 If he figured right, Rydell had gotten to Nora Miersky and had taken them to the old homestead, the one he’d read about in Georgia Living thanks to Google dot com.
 It wasn’t the first time he’d visited the lake home at Blue Ridge. In fact, his last visit was a mere week before when he’d dropped off Big, his large German Shepherd wished him well. Big was trained to feed himself on vermin and snakes and whatever rabbits he could catch; Big had helped Cantu stay alive the entire time he’d been in the mountains. Big was a great animal, a worthy dog, and he was likeable, affable. Cantu had left the dog with a mission, and if any dog could complete this mission, it was Big.
 Cantu’s master plan appeared to be coming to fruition even better than he’d expected. Every carefully laid out detail had not come to pass, for sure, but a man must adapt; it was adapting on the fly to change that had kept Cantu alive all this time.
 Yes, things were on course. Even better as he’d not foreseen Rydell taking in the Mierskys, but that seems to have been the case…hopefully. All the better if true. Each target now in one place, kept company by Big. One order from Cantu and the dog turned into Cujo.
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Now is the time for all good men to come to the aide of their country, Marcus Rydell thought where he sat out on his deck in the dark, the only light painting his face coming off the G-5 Mac in his lap. The old practice your typing skills utilized very nearly every key. It was a standard by which to learn when Marcus had a Remington with a roll bar, even before electronic typewriters much less computers. Long before PC’s became permanent fixtures in homes.
 He now used Katrina’s Mac to send an E-mail to JT, asking for details and any information on Cantu. Were his prints, his signature, all over Lawrence Milton’s murder or not? If so had they come up with any leads, any clue as to the madman’s whereabouts, any sightings? In the Atlanta area, Iden Cantu’s features were as familiar as those of Elvis Presley. However, he could and obviously had altered his appearance much like a showman.
 Finishing his inquiry with a thank you in advance, Marcus looked out over the night-painted lake from the polished deck of his family home. He wondered at the wisdom of holding up here, wondered if they should not all get into the Cessna and take it tonight as far as Alaska—run! It made sense to do so.
 He also wondered at his and Katrina’s ability to locate and corner the lunatic Cantu before he located and cornered them.
 For the time being, he believed Cantu still in Atlanta, hold up in some rat hole there. Why Cantu had come out of hiding, stepping from the ancient forests surrounding the city to come after him in this fashion, to further twist the knife he’d placed in his back years before, escaped Rydell; all he could imagine in the way of reasoning in a chaotic, monstrous mind was a fixation. Some weirdly wired vengeance. Perhaps it was that Marcus represented authority in the body of one man, and that Cantu had set his sights on Marcus in order to snub his nose at all authority. It apparently didn’t matter to Cantu’s fevered brain that Marcus had already lost so much—his job, his wife, his children, no this was not enough. Enough would only come at Marcus’s seeing Katrina and the Miersky’s murdered before him. 
 This certainly seemed to be Iden Cantu’s game plan from his letters and the recent binding, torturing, and killing of Lawrence Milton. One death too many already in this new “war” between Cantu and Rydell, a war not of Marcus’s choosing, but one he’d become fully engaged in.
 “What next?” Kat asked, stepping out onto the deck. She’d changed, showered, and her perfume was easy on the nostrils.
 “The others bedded down for the night?”
 “They are.” She sat across from him at the outdoor table. Around them fireflies danced on air to the night sounds of the forests, which acted as a natural jukebox. “Organic music,” she called it. “So…what’s our next move?” she pressed.
 He explained his E-mail to JT. See if we can get any sort of idea where he might be roaming the city. We don’t hold back; we go on the offensive.”
 “Go back to Atlanta?”
 “I know the city brick for brick. I grew up there, and for over a decade, it’s been my hunting grounds.”
 “My research told me you were part Native American.”
 “Cherokee on my mother’s mother’s side.”
 “And the forests right here?” She indicated the darkness around them. “How well do you know the lay of the land here?”
 “Well enough to get lost.”
 “What? Lost?”
 “I’m no boy scout and these woods are thick and trust me there’re no signs pointing this way home.”
“But it’s home, or was a second home…summers, right?”
 “Not really. I spent most of my time swimming, fishing, boating, and up in the air with Dad. Never even carved my name on a tree.”
 “Some Cherokee you’d make.”
 “I agree. I know my limitations. Do you?”
 She frowned and ignored the question. “But Marc, you’ve gotta know something of the terrain.”
 “Generally know what direction I’m going in, but believe me, the woods here are so dense that even a seasoned veteran game warden can get turned around. Park rangers have gotten themselves lost for days.”
 “How embarrassing for them.”
 “One was never found.”
 “I’ve heard the tales of kids who’ve been lost to the forests.” She said it as if he were out simply to frighten her and she was having none of it.
 “Once when I was maybe eleven, twelve and I was with my dad,” he sipped at a Coke, “Dad was cutting wood with a chainsaw. He put the chainsaw down, walked off maybe ten paces to take in the air, drink a bit of water, relax, and me at his side, maybe more like nine, ten. Any rate, he turns to me and says, “Marc, where’s my new Stil? What’d you do with it? Nothing, I told him, but looking around, it was gone.”
“A chainsaw disappeared in the woods?” she asked.
 “The saw was gone.” He let this sink in. “Nowhere to be found, and I had nothing to do with its disappearance, see.”
 “Your first mystery, heh?”
“Just a few paces this way or that and even my Dad was turned around, and no one knew the woods here like Dad.”
 “Did you find the chainsaw? Was it stolen?”
 “No, I mean yeah, we found it after like twenty minutes of going in the wrong direction for it. My point is the forest fooled us. It can kill you as sure as an ocean.”
 “I take your meaning.”
 “Later that day with my Dad, we got turned around and went way out of our way in search of the house.”
 “This house? You couldn’t see the lights?”
 “No, I’m telling you, Dad had to locate the lake and follow the water back. That chainsaw got real heavy.”
 “Damn…I assumed from the begin—”
 “That I know these woods? Sure, I’m a regular Daniel Boone.” He laughed, the sound going out over the lake.
 “What’s so funny?”
 “Paco knows these woods better than I do.”
 “Hmmm…then maybe having Paco on hand isn’t such a bad idea after all, Bogey.”
 “Funny, real funny.”
 They sat in silence for several minutes, neither saying anything, both listening to the crickets and the night swells of the lake.
 “What if he…what if he comes here first?” she asked.
 “No way he knows about Blue Lake.”
 “He found us in Atlanta, both of us. Just suppose.”
 Marcus looked closer into her eyes, thinking he’d seen something there. He had a lot of years of interrogation experience, and while he was not interrogating Katrina, he thought he saw some wavering blip on the screen of her eyes. “I know we have to strike fast. We go hunting tomorrow in the city.”
 “But where do we begin?”
 “We begin where we know he’s been.”
 “Your apartment?”
 “Full circle. We give him a clear shot at us.”
 “You mean dangling me as bait, don’t you?” Her jaw quivered at the thought.
 “You want him or not?”
 “Promise me you’ll get him before he gets me and it’s a deal.”
 “Promise, of course.”
 “Then we take the war to him.”
 “Better to fight as city mice than country mice. This guy’s a trained ranger; he could park himself out there—” he pointed to the black forests all round them— “and
wait us out for days if he cut us off here.”
 “No way he can completely cut us off. We have cell phones, the Mac, landlines, the boat, the plane.”
 He reached across and patted her hand. “Right…of course, you’re right.”
 “Still you’re worried.”
 “Kat, this man—if you can call him a man—thinks like a snake.”
 She thought of the snake Paco had killed the day before. “We can’t begin to imagine how long he’s planned for this.”
“Or what he has in mind from moment to moment.”
“Or how he will proceed.”
She nodded, understanding. “We can only make our best guess.”
“Exactly, and our best guess—”
“—may not be good enough, Marcus?” It was Nora, standing back of them at the doorway, Carl at her side. Carl’s arm was draped over Nora’s ample shoulder. They were understandably worried. Paramount in their minds must be the safety of the children.
Paco had been lying at Marcus’s feet. For reasons unknown to any of them, the dog had taken a powerful liking to Rydell and had begun to follow him everywhere. 
Paco now alerted on some noise in the wood, his full attention on something unseen and unheard.
 “I hate it when he does that,” complained Katrina.
 “Don’t start with me. I didn’t want ’im hanging around to begin with.”
 Just then the Mac chimed, and Rydell opened JT’s response. It proved disappointing.
 “What’s Thomas saying?” Kat asked.
 “While they’ve not found clear evidence that the killing was indeed the work of Iden Cantu in any forensic sense, Cantu had claimed responsibility via the Atlanta Constitution.”
 “You’re kidding!”
 “Which has printed both his letter and a four-year-old enhanced mug shot of Cantu on page one.”
 “So the Atlanta authorities are doing something,” said Nora.
 Rydell replied to JT, typing in: Has anyone spotted him anywhere in the city? 

The reply came immediately: Nothing credible in the city; lead in Marietta might bear fruit.
What about Marietta? Rydell keyed in.
 JT’s response chilled him: Neighbor of Nora Miersky “thinks” she saw the man on page one at Stan’s Marietta home. Of course, she likely knew of Stan’s having been killed by this nut job. Could just be the old lady’s looking to get on the nightly news.
 After a moment, Marcus saw that JT had more to say. Questions. Where’re you, anyway? Went by your place and no one home.
 Rydell closed the PowerBook, not wishing to answer.
 “What is it?” Katrina asked.
 “He was in Marietta at your home,” Marcus told Nora and Carl, both of whom looked stricken at this news. “Look, I suggest you get some sleep tonight. He can’t know we’re here.”
 “You expect us to simply go to sleep?” asked Nora. “After telling me that monster was at our house?”
 “Better there than here,” said Kat.
 “Look, perhaps tomorrow, we’ll change tactics.”
 Nora was face to face with Marcus. “Change how?”
 “Get you and the kids to a new safe house.”
 “Where?”
 “Do you have any family out of state?”
 “West Tennessee, yes.”
 “Maybe we can get you and the kids there. Make a call but do it on your cell.”
 Nora nodded and she and Carl disappeared into the house.
 Marcus went to the end of the deck and stood looking out over the darkened lake. He took in a great breath of air and looked tired. Kat joined him at the railing. “You think he’s coming this way, don’t you?”
 “I have a sinking feeling, yes.”
 “To be honest, I think so too.” She felt a little weight lifted, being able to say this. She’d believed it from the beginning, and this isolated place was perfect for her goal to act as judge and jury, and to put an end to Cantu but in the fashion she had planned.
 But how could he know of this place?” Marcus wondered aloud.
 “You said it yourself. If I can find you…then why not him?”
 “So I said.” He reached out to wipe a lock of hair from her eyes. He half expected her to pull away, but she didn’t, their eyes meeting. “I guess you know I find you attractive, Kat.”
 A cool breeze lifted her hair, replacing the strand he’d pulled away to exactly the same spot. She smiled when she said, “All I know is I’m sleeping with my weapon under my pillow.”
 “Don’t shoot your ear off, Van Gogh.” He gracefully accepted her ignoring of his comment. Under his breath, he added, “She’s the Van Gogh of detection, that one.”
 “Very funny. I heard that. Sarcasm doesn’t become you, Marc.”
 She called Paco to go with her. The dog struggled to all fours and followed, his tail wagging, likely thinking she meant to feed him again.
 Marcus took in the night stars, the silent distant planets, the tops of the pines, silver in the moonlight, and the sheen of icy gray over the blue waters of the lake. It’d make a hell of a painting, he thought. And he thought of what he’d confessed to Kat, and he wondered if she thought him an old fool.
 For a moment, he allowed the worries to melt, disallowing any fear or thoughts of fear of either Cantu or his having made a fool of himself with Kat. Instead, he concentrated on the beauty around him, breathing in the purity of this place. A purity he did not wish defiled by the likes of Iden Cantu.
 He gave thought to his mother inside at the kitchen, his father casting out there at the end of the pier, how the two of them loved one another so absolutely and unconditionally, and how they had loved their last years here in this home.
 He could smell his mother’s pies cooling on the sill back of his head; he could smell the gamey fish his father hauled from the lake.
 He returned to his deck chair, and he put his feet up, and he fell to dozing until his head fell forward, waking him. Then he felt the real fool. In that moment of dozing out here, unprotected, he could have easily been overpowered, tied up, and made to watch as a fiend devoured Nora’s children and everything that lived here.
 He thought of Katrina’s last words tonight about sleeping with her gun tucked below her pillow. It was a joke but it resonated. He got to his feet, went inside, locked up and double-checked all the other locks. The damn dog oughta be put outside if he were to act as any sort of early warning alarm, should the monster find them tonight. The dog needed to earn its keep. Instead, it’d curled up with Kat, where he’d like to’ve been.
 He waited for Katrina to be fast asleep before he dared entice the dog with the smell of red meat from the fridge. He saw to it the dog found a mat on the porch, and again locking up, he found a pillow and blanket from a cupboard and stretched out on the couch. Outside, the complaining whine coming from Paco threatened to wake the entire house. But it didn’t.
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The following morning the children and Paco splashed madly about in the shoals of Blue Lake just below the deck. To be sure, the children were being closely watched by the adults, even as they listened to Marcus Rydell’s plan. “We get you and your family out of here today, Nora, Carl.”
 “I thought you said this was a safe place,” complained Carl who’d been grousing under his breath since waking, most of it not audible enough to hear. Rydell picked only a word here, a word there, none of them pleasant, many of them of the four-letter variety punctuated with a lot of old-fashioned Georgia “confound its.”
 Carl and Nora had been constantly picking at one another like a couple of angry ferrets, making Katrina and Marcus uncomfortable in their presence. “We’ll do as you say, Marcus,” Nora now said, her tone indicating the matter was finished. Apparently, Carl wanted to make for home in Marietta on the theory that if Cantu had come and gone, that he wouldn’t be looking for them there now.
 “It’s doing what Marcus says that’s got us here,” Carl erupted now. “That maniac Cantu is probably out there right now—” he pointed out into the distant chirping forests—“with a high-powered rife sighting on us this minute.”
 “Carl, we feel reasonably sure that Cantu doesn’t know of this place,” replied Kat, coming to Marcus’s defense.
 “All I’m saying is that following Rydell’s lead, after he got your and Nora’s husband killed, could get me…ahhh…us killed…along with the kids, I mean.” Carl kept pacing, moving nervously about the deck as if to do so might throw off any intended gunfire directed at him.
 “Sit down and shut up, Carl!” Nora ordered.
 Carl slumped into a deck chair, pouting, grumbling, “I still say we’re safer in our own home backyard. I called Spenser Johnston at the Marietta police and asked his opinion.”
 “Hold on! You called the cops in Marietta?” Marcus got to his feet, towering over Carl. “Didn’t we agree no phone calls.”
 “I used my cell. No one’s going to be tracking a cell phone with my name on it. This guy’s not after me.”
 “No, he’s after your wife and your kids!” shouted Nora. “Carl, these days, anyone can be tracked by someone with the knowledge to do it. Stan taught me that much!”
 “Stan again! It’s always Stan with you. Stan did it this way, Stan knew how to treat a lady, Stan knew how to poach a g’damn egg!”
 They all fell silent. All that could be heard was the laughter and splashing of the children and Paco in the shallows.
 “Make no more calls,” Marcus pleaded. “Did you tell the cops where you are now?”
 “No, I just suggested a couple of hypotheticals to Spenser is all. We went to high school at Pratt together.”
 “You didn’t invite the authorities to contact the Blue Lake authorities, did you, Carl?”
 “Ahhh, no, I didn’t.”
 “Good. That’s all we need is the local Barney and Andy come to snoop,” replied Marcus. “Look, we have looked at this thing from every angle. The monster we’re facing can’t be dealt with through normal means, channels, or prayer.”
 Kat agreed from where she leaned against the deck rails. “Hell, Cantu has eluded the Georgia State Patrol, the Atlanta PD, and the Georgia FBI—everyone—including experts called in from Washington for four years, Mr. Schramick. Do you get that?”
 “Then why do you two think you can beat him?” came Carl’s quick reply.
 Just as he said this, a car barked tires and threw up rocks on the entry road, making them all start and turn to see a police cruiser marked Blue Ridge Police Department. Marcus glared back at Carl. “You lying sack of—”
 “Hold on! I didn’t ask Spense to call anyone up here; it must’ve been his idea.”
“Stay off the damn phone,” Marcus ordered and rushed to meet the local officer now laboriously climbing from his car. The man spilled out of his car; spilled out of his uniform as well. A wide grin on his face competed with the deputy’s girth. He tossed his Smokey-the-Bear hat onto his cruiser seat, a seat permanently flattened by this giant.
 “You the Marcus Rydell whose parents owned this place?” he asked as Marcus approached.
 Meeting the man’s eyes and studying his features, Marcus felt a certain familiarity. “You’re not Tim Grimes, are you?”
 “In the flesh, all 280 pounds of it. Marc! How’ve you been, ol’ son?”
Ol’ Son. Marcus hadn’t heard the backwoods, good-old-boy term used on him since childhood. “I’ll be damned. I thought you moved off from here for good once you joined the Navy, Tim.”
 “Navy wore thin fast. Come right back to God’s country. Got me a job with the county maybe twenty year-’go come November. They was desperate,” he self-deprecatingly joked.
 “Short-handed, no doubt.” Marcus shook his old friend’s hand, and it felt like that of the stranger he’d become, wholly different and a lot fatter.
 Grimes laughed good-naturedly. “Blue Ridge don’t change. Short-handed then, even short-handed-er today.”
 “Yeah, we noticed how few times the patrol boats go by on the lake.”
 “Budgetary constraints it’s called. The lake patrol’s been cut to bare bones.”
 “What’s the schedule?”
 “They run up and down twice a week only.”
 “A single run?”
 “Back and to to the Blue Ridge docks. Things’re tough all over. Gas alone.”
 Marcus recognized the Fannin County Sheriff insignia on the uniform patch. “So what’s brought you out from town?”
 “I heard a rumor someone’d opened up your mom’s house.”
 “Rumor heh? Buck’s place?”
 “Still the biggest rumor mill around.”
 “Wonder no one’s shot Buck with one of his own guns.”
 “Get a lotta our best tips from old Buck.”
 They laughed like the old friends they once were. “Damn good to see you’re doing well, Tim.”
 “Married, three kids, a mortgage, two dogs, a cat and a pet raccoon and a fox. If ever the game warden learns my boy traps exotic animals, I’m done for.”
 “Life’s treating you well then?”
 “Can’t complain too much. And you? Ya’ look good for yourself old stick.”
 Marcus smiled anew. “Lately? Ahhh…can’t complain.” He looked back up at the deck where he’d ordered the others to stay and remain calm. Kat waved back.
 “Good to see the old place with some life about it. Friends from the city, heh?”
 “Yeah…a getaway from Atlanta.”
 “Is it true you’re a PI now? No more big city cop duties?”
 “For some time been on my own, yeah. How’d you know?”
 “Last time I fished the lake before your mother passed on, I came up to say hello. We had coffee and she caught me up on your doings.”
 “Why didn’t I see you at the funeral?” Marcus asked.
 “Was outta town. How’s that PI game workin’ for you?”
 “You want a glass of lemonade or something stronger, Tim?” he suggested. “Meet my company?”
 “From sounds of it, you’ve got quite a large family yourself.” The noise of the children in the water had continued throughout.
 “Kids belong to my guests, Tim.”
 “I heard you had kids.”
 “I do.”
 “But they’re not with you and you wife?” He indicated Kat who remained nervously watching from the deck.
 “She’s not my wife, Tim.”
 “Ooooohhh…gotcha, you ol’ dog.”
 “Not like that, Tim. She’s my friend, Katrina Mallory, a doctor. My wife and kids left me sometime back.”
 “Suckin’ on all my four toes here, ain’t I. Damn, sorry to hear that ‘bout your family.”
 “For the best. Up in Ohio now.”
“Oh, God! I spent a few months on a job site in Ohio when I worked for the railroad, and I swear it was like a livin’ hell for me. Take that lemonade now.”
 Marcus played it off, shouting to the others that he’d found an old friend out here in the woods. He introduced Tim to the others as casually as he might at a church social and asked Kat to get the officer a lemonade with a shot of gin.
 When everyone had settled and Grimes weight threatened to topple the deck chair he’d chosen to torture, he grunted and said, “I gotta be straight with you, Marc. I got a call from a guy in Marietta on the force there. Said something about how you might be holding someone here against their will?”
 “Looks like he was mistaken.” Marcus laughed at this and as if on cue the others joined in except for Carl. Carl piped up and asked, “How many police in this area…I mean aside from yourself, Officer?”
 “There’s Millie, our youngest recruit, Jasper Wilson, and Sheriff Rennebow, and then there’s me, but at the moment two of us are out sick. For any more fire power, you gotta call in the State Pa-troopers.” Tim laughed lightly and explained to Kat, “I just like to fun those guys and call’em Pa-troopers.
 Kat, extending his lemonade, politely laughed back.
 “So you’re all just up here from Atlanta and Marietta on holiday, heh?”
 “That’s right.”
 “Must’ve been one of those kids foolin’ round on the phone then, huh?”
 “That’d be my guess,” put in Carl a bit too quickly.
 “You know how kids can be,” added Nora. “My own kids, they don’t get their way, they’re going to call in CPS.”
 “CPS, ma’am?” 
 “We call it Child Protective Services in Atlanta, Tim,” explained Marcus.
 “Oh, yeah, I see. Well from the look of those two playin’ in the lake, I sure don’t see any need to worry about their well being, do I, Marc…not with you here.”
 “Too true,” said Kat, toasting with her glass of lemonade. “Marc is the man.”
“Marc, even as a kid, he’d get so damned steamed whenever he thought anyone of us was getting the shaft or short-changed or just plain being made the victim. Hot headed. Hated an injustice.”
 “He’s not changed a bit then,” said Kat, smiling wide.
 “I’m going to be unpopular,” piped up Nora, climbing from her chair and looking at her watch, “but I think those kids’ve been in the water long enough. Carl, come help me fetch ’em, will you?”
 “Awl’right,” muttered Carl, following her off the deck and down to the water’s edge.
 “Marcus, you would tell me if there was something unusual going on, wouldn’t you? Seem to recall last time I heard your name it was in connection with that renegade spree killer, Iden Cantu. You got something new on him, maybe? Be a hell of a case to crack, to bring that bastard to heel. You don’t think for a moment he’s in these woods, do you?”
 “Not for a moment, and Tim, I’ve tried now for years to put that all behind me.”
 “Sorry…sure, I can see why you’d wanna do that.”
 Marcus knew at that instant that he’d not put anything over on the country deputy. He sat silent.
 Tim added, “Heard the APD failed to stand back of you.”
 “Afraid that particular rumor’s true.”
 “Got that one from the Atlanta Constitution, my friend.”
 “Don’t you believe everything you read in the papers?”
 Tim laughed. “Me…I’m the sort who doesn’t just see Scooter Libby’s face on the front page, but what’s behind that smugness.”
 Marcus nodded. “He does look like the cat that swallowed the canary.”
 “A smile that says he knows where the bodies lie.”
 “And the smoking gun.”
 “The fix was in from the start on that one.”
 You two going to talk politics? I wanna hear more about Lil’ Marcus here, not Lil’ Bush.”
 Marcus waved her down. “No one wants to trip down that path.”
 “Thought about looking you up a hundred times after all that crap they printed about you in the papers, Marcus. I always knew better.”
 “Coulda used your support—back then, Tim.”
 Their eyes locked. “But it’s old history now, eh?”
 “Very old,” he lied. “In fact, during the entire episode, I was reminded of every other country western song—how friends desert you and hurt you. Not you, Tim. You weren’t in the picture.”
 “I know how others will distance themselves from you. Painful.”
 “Most people don’t have the first clue how to deal with illness,” Kat apologetically said.
 “Seems especially so if you suffer any form of depression,” Marcus managed to say.
 “Even a lot of medical professionals prefer dealing with a physical illness over a mental one,” Kat assured him. “Sad thing is the biases that are only fueled by the practices of insurance companies and MO’s.”
 “I shoulda found you, looked you up,” said Tim.
 “Nahhh, you hate Atlanta.”
“Hate big cities,” Grimes agreed. “They give me the hives! Besides, you know how short-handed we are here, and how a body gets in a rut.”
 “’Specially Georgians, hey, Tim?” Marcus made light of it while thinking, Absolutely could’ve used a friend; they’re still hard to find.”
 “Maybe I can make it up to you this weekend,” suggested Grimes.
 “This weekend? Make it up? No…I mean, no need.”
 “Come on, Marc. Be like old times! We’ll hunt up a blue streak in these woods.”
 They’d been in junior high when each had first taken up hunting.
 “Did enough of the woodsy thing in the marines, buddy.”
 “Why didn’t we enlist together, Marc?”
 “You wanted the damn navy, remember?”
 “No, you waned the damn marines.”
 Again their laughter came easy. Katrina had not heard Marcus laugh so freely before. She felt glad for him at this moment.
 Tim turned to her. “You’ve done wonders with this serious and grave character.”
 “I’ve tried.” She went along with the ruse of being Marcus’s ‘squeeze’.
 Both she and Marcus realized that their personal plans for Cantu could one:  land them in jail, and two:  be completely foiled by interference from proper authorities.
 “Well, man, it’s been a pleasure to see you, Marc. Never forget all the times you pulled my bacon outta the fire.” Tim had emptied his glass, placed it aside, and had gotten up, heaving with the effort. It was hard to imagine him actually going on a hunt. 
 “Great seeing you, too, Tim.”
 “Why don’t you stay for dinner?” asked Kat when Tim took the first stair.
 “Ohhh, nahhh…too many things hanging fire back at the office and home. Founders Day celebration down to town’s gonna keep us hoppin’ till Sunday, but this weekend, for sure, I’ll be back with my lucky shotgun. You got a hunting gun inside yet, Marc?”
 “Right where it’s always been.”
 “Then it’s a date. Sunday at the crack of dawn?”
Five days off. “Sure…sure thing, Tim.”
 Grimes made a lot of noise when he moved first down the steps, his weight threatening to snap each one, and then on the dry forest bed. He commented as the twigs snapped below him, “Dry as a bone here for too long. Watch yourselves.”
 “Fire department’s all volunteers, I know,” Marcus shouted back. “And it’s hell to pay to get the truck out this far.”
 Tim, now grinding gravel and rock underfoot, laughing, added, “Saw old Smokey at the sign coming up. Fire alert is set at high.”
 “One more thing to worry about,” Marcus muttered close to Kat’s ear, putting an arm around her and waving to Grimes as he backed about in a tight area for the three-point turn, his park-ranger styled hat on his head. Grimes peeled away, seemingly satisfied for now.
 “Why the hell’d you make a hunting date with him?” Kat turned on him, her eyes blinking in consternation. “That means he’ll be back for sure.”
 “He’s coming back to check on us; he may have appeared satisfied, but he’s as sly as he is big.”
 “So what’s he think is going on?”
 “My guess is he thinks we’ve had sightings of Cantu in the region.”
 “Hell, there’ve been sightings all over the state since Terry was murdered.”
 “He’s a shrewd guy, Tim.”
 “He doesn’t look shrewd.”
 “Georgia shrewd. Back country shrewd.”
 “So you don’t think he bought your story, that we’re all just on holiday here?”
 He shrugged. “Doubt it.”
 “Does he actually think we’d jeopardize kids in the bargain?” she asked as Nora and Carl rushed their kids, bundled in towels, passed them and inside.
 “Looks like a storm coming up!” Nora shouted back at the two conspirators.
 Kat and Marcus looked out across the lake, and in the distance lightning strikes crackled and streaked across the sky. It seemed a good ways off. Ugly clouds in the distance.
 “Momma Mierksy’s just being overly concerned,” Marcus muttered.
 “Where’s Paco?” she asked.
 “Who knows?”
 “We can’t leave him out in a storm.”
 “I have more on my mind than that stray.”
 “Hey, that stray loves you, Marcus.”
 “You think so?” As he said it, more thunder rolled through the valley and up the plateau and through the pine forests, and more lightening was hurled from the ever blackening, roiling clouds that appeared now bent on one target—Marcus’s country cabin home.
 “One of those sudden one-hour late afternoon downpours,” he assured Kat. “You live in Georgia, remember? Still, best tie things down.” He rushed to the end of the pier where a small boat port awaited him.
 She began gathering up the deck furniture, slipping the chairs inside. He returned with nylon rope taken from the boat; with this, he lashed down the deck table. Together, they carried in the huge umbrella, laying it across the confiscated chairs. Finally, Paco showed up anew, slipping through the sliding double doors just before Marcus locked them.
 In the time it took to do this, the forests had become a disturbing creature, a hellion bent on self-destruction. The jack and white pine surrounding the lake, docile as castle spires all this time, had become like angry, villainous, splintering lances wishing to snap and come crashing down at them. All this as a morbid blackness had claimed the skies overhead where a devil wind blew amid clouds whirled and swirled as in a cauldron. From the darkness rained ping-pong ball sized hail that battered the windows and the deck and the wooden porch. It clattered the tiled roof and made a deafening noise against the skylights.
 The children huddled with Paco, terrified of the clattering noise, reassured by their mother that it was “Just a storm.”
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The children had abandoned Paco for their mother instead; Nora hugged her little ones to her where they huddled at the center of the living room. Meanwhile, Carl Schramick had found a separate place on the easy chair, looking like a man alone who wanted to ball up in the fetal position. Kat had gone about the house with Paco and Marcus in search of matches, candles, flashlights, and a radio. TV reception had already been knocked out, and they feared the electricity would be next.
 The winds whipped about the forest home as if a thousand banshees had descended to find their way in, a crack here, a crevice there, a chimney to rattle down, a pipe to pummel. It sounded for all the world like the cacophony of banshees trying to find the tune. The screaming of screeching metal against enamel heard inside the head created by the drill and suction at the height of a tooth extraction. The storm had picked up dirt, sand, twigs, leaves, branches, and in tornado fashion thrusts it all against them. At times, the howling of nature just beyond the window panes sounded animal-like, as if a gathering of bears were on the lawn. In the end, for Marcus, a veteran of battle, the storm’s howl sounded like the voice of war itself.
 “How long can it go on like this?” Kat shouted over the den to Marcus.
 “As long as it wants, I suppose. Kinda like a freight train. All you can do is wait for it to pass.”
 “You said an hour!” she said it as if he’d broken a promise.
 “My mistake. I didn’t count on tornado force winds. This is like Bogey and BaCall in Key Largo.”
 “And Edward G. Robinson? You expect him to show up with a rod?”
 “Hey, you know the players!”
 “Marc, have you ever seen the like this storm here before?”
 “Couple of times, yes, but this one’s packing a tornado somewhere out there.”
 “Are we safe here?”
 They’d gathered up all the light sources and the radio. “Yes, no…do I look like a prophet?”
 “You mean we may not be,” she countered, frowning.
 Marcus rushed back to the others, Kat following. Paco ran for the basement rooms. “The dog’s smarter than all of us together,” Marcus shouted, pointing at Paco’s sunken tail before it disappeared. “Follow Paco! Everyone, downstairs.”
 Nora and the kids needed no second telling, but Carl sat frozen, not budging. Everyone else made for the downstairs and safety.
 “Go ahead with the others,” Marcus told Kat. “I’ll see to Carl.”
 Katrina hesitated at the top of the stairs, looking back.
 “Marcus put a hand out to Carl. “Come with us downstairs, Carl…Deacon.”
 He looked up at Marcus. “We’re all going to die here, aren’t we?”
 “What? Not on your life.”
 “One way or another…if I stay here, I die.”
 “That’s nonsense. When the storm clears, tomorrow morning, we’re moving you and your family out, remember?”
 “Not if we don’t make it through the night.”
 “Carl, you’re awful-liizng,” shouted Kat at the man.
 Carl’s forehead scrunched in confusion. “Awful hat?”
 “You’re predicting only a dire future when you don’t know.”
 “Why not? The circumstances we find ourselves in…this is awful.” The frail man was literally shaking. “God’s wrath is what this is.”
 “Sir, where’s your faith?” asked Kat in a genuine tone.
 Carl smugly replied, “I am informed by my faith; it is with me at all times, even now, He is with me.”
But not your children and your wife, Marcus thought but did not say.
“You can’t predict your own death this way, Carl,” she continued with what little psychology she could muster. She moved in on him, and she could see with each step closer to Carl, that he incrementally retreated within, cloaking himself in his own determination. “It’s unhealthy, Mr. Schramick…and it can cause you to make faulty decisions and clumsy errors in judgment.”
 “Just leave me alone, will you? Both of you!”
 “Come down with the rest of us.” Marcus took hold of his arm.
 “I’m staying put.” Schramick snatched away.
 “You’re sure?”
 “I have enough to do living with Nora and her brats; I’m not taking orders from some failed cop turned gumshoe, Mr. Rydell. I know what you do for a living; you take photographs of people fornicating so that you can win divorce settlements. Sorry, but I’ll put my faith in God instead, if you don’t mind.”
 “Come on, Kat,” Marcus said, turning away and giving up on the other man.
 “Not Nora, not you, not anyone’s telling me what to do.”
 Marcus considered turning back, punching his lights out, and carrying him downstairs, but he decided instead to leave the man be. He grabbed Kat instead, entwining her arm in his, forcing her back toward the stairs leading to the basement. “Thought I told you to get downstairs?”
 “You did but—” The windows rattled so violently now that they feared an implosion. “You can’t just leave him up here alone. What about knocking him unconscious. Wouldn’t Bogey do that in Key Largo?”
 “He’s adamant and he’s a man,” Marcus mimicked Bogart’s voice. “Not anything either of us can say or do is going to get him off his ass.”
 “Give me one more chance to reason with him.”
 “Why?”
 “Because I can.”
 “Reason with him? Persuaded him? Show him a little cleavage, you mean. I’ve seen the way he’s been googling you.”
 “You mean ogling, don’t you? And if it takes that.” She wrangled free of Marcus and returned to kneel beside Carl Schramick, utilizing her only remaining arguments, and seeing that he was tempted immediately from the widened irises focused in on her cleavage. Marcus had called it. “We all of us, Carl, me included, we want you with us downstairs. Won’t you come? For me?”
 Marcus felt a huge need for a cigarette as he listened to her plea.
 “Please, just leave me be!” he shouted, spit dribbling onto her. Kat retreated like a cat, done with him.
 Returning to Marcus, she said, “You’re right. He’s beyond help.”
 “You think so?” He guided her back to the stairs.
 “Gone into some sort of altered state.”
 “Must be a real zombie state if you couldn’t convince him,” suggested Marcus when suddenly, the front door sounded as if it would be ripped from its hinges. “Come on downstairs, Kat! Now!” he again ordered. “When things start shattering around him, the Deacon and God will join us, I assure you.”
 “I suppose you’re right.”
 “They’ll come a-running.”
 “You think so, huh? Mr. Weatherman who predicted an hour-long downpour.”
 “All I know is I’ve seen his kind before. Even interrogated a few.”
 “I didn’t take you for the sort who lumped people into categories, Marc.”
 “Kat, if I have one bias it’s toward assholes and idiots…and maybe the rich.”
 “I’ll remember that when I win the lottery.”
 “Don’t be naïve, Kat. The Deacon in the other room has one thing on his little mind, and it’s an asshole’s thought.”
“What? You read minds now?”
 “All right mock me, but also mark my word.”
 “All right, what’s he thinking then?” she challenged him.
 “To save himself at all costs.”
 “Doesn’t believe in women and children first?”
 “Believes in number one first?”
 “Before the kids?”
 “Yes, the kids, the wife, the dog, you, and me.”
 She looked back at the forlorn man and could not find scorn for him so much as pity. “God, how lonely.”
 “Download that for me sometime, will you Kat? So I can learn to be more understanding and sympathetic to the pathetic. But for now, I want you down loaded into the basement. Now!”
 She did as instructed with him on her heels just as a bookcase began to rain down books, several of which followed them down the stairwell. One book was War of the
Worlds, another Jekyll & Hyde, but the third one was E.B. White’s Charlotte’s Web. Marcus lifted it off the bottom stair and handed it to Kat. “Here, read it to the kids. It’ll keep your mind and theirs off the storm.”
 “Your mother read to you during storms?”
 “Matter of fact, yes. Now do it.”
 “Will you quit with the tone.”
“What tone?”
 “The boss tone. You’d get more cooperation if you’d ask…nicely.”
“Sorry but my nerves are pretty well shot. Not a time for niceties.”
 Paco left the children and Nora to join them at the foot of the stairs, where he cowered at each thunderclap, coiling around Marcus’s leg as if he’d chosen his hero. “Don’t even think about it, dog,” muttered Marcus. Then to Kat he added, “Would you please read the story to the kids?”
“Kind of a warped story, really,” said the girl, Jenny, coming toward them, having seen the book.
 “Whataya mean warped?” replied Marcus. “It’s a classic.”
 “Warped?” Kat repeated.
 “It’s about an obsession!” she began, her arms and hands waving. “Think about it. A spider has a flat out, full-blown fixation on a pig, watching and worrying over him all the time like he was her child or something, kinda stalking Wilbur. Willing to die for him.”
 “Yeah, it’s about sacrifice and love,” countered Marcus. “A rare thing in the real world, unconditional love.”
 Little Jenny smirked. “In the real world, the pig’d get an injunction against the spider.”
 Marcus laughed loudly in reply.
 “They’re just friends, Jenny,” Kat answered. “It’s about pure friendship. Platonic ahhh….”
 Danny piped in, asking from the arms of his mother, “Is Play Tonic like a drink? I’m thirsty.”
 Jenny frowned and shook her head. “The entire story is just weird. The spider does all of it knowing they’re way too far apart—species wise, I mean—to ever have like a normal life together.” Jenny hesitated. “Sorry, but that…that’s sick.”
 “You’re Stan’s kid all right,” said Marcus, flashing a look at Nora, whose eyes returned a look of pride in her precocious girl. Marcus recalled many lost arguments with Stan on topics ranging from the terror threat to the Lincoln assassination plot.
 “All right, make it War of the Worlds then,” said Marcus, capitulating.
“Now that’s believable,” replied the girl, her tone dripping with sarcasm. Make it Jekyll & Hyde. Now there’s a story about real human nature and the science sure beats alien invasion. I’ll read it to Danny.”
 “Jekyll & Hyde in a storm,” muttered Marcus.
 “Why not? Frankenstein was written during a storm. Mary Shelley?”
 Marcus gave up any chance of besting this girl on literature. He instead caught Nora’s reaction again, a broad smile. “How’re you holding up, Nora?”
 “Where’s Carl?” she asked.
 Marcus exchanged a look with Kat before saying, “He’s chosen to remain upstairs.”
 “On that easy chair near the window?” Nora set her jaw firm. “I’m going to drag his skinny behind down here.” She started up but Marcus stopped her. 
 “Go easy on the guy,” suggested Kat.
 “You stay out of this!”
 “He’s been thrown into a difficult situation, Nora,” persisted Kat.
 “You just stay away from him. I’m not blind!”
 “Whaaat?”
 She laughed a hollow laugh. “Difficult. The weasel doesn’t have a clue what difficult means, not yet.”
 “Nora! Nora!” Marcus uselessly pursued her back up the stairs. Together, they stared at the empty sofa chair, and the door standing open in the wind, blasting back and forth like an angry live thing—the arm of Thor in control. Wind-driven rainwater had made a slick of the wood flooring at the entryway. On the surface, it looked as if Carl had bolted out the front door.
 “Where…where is he?” Nora rushed the door.
 “No, get back, Nora!” Marcus grabbed her, holding her from racing out into the storm.
 “He-He-He’s run aw-aw-off; left us,” she muttered amid tears.
 “We don’t know that for a fact.”
 “It’s obvious, Marcus. It’s all he’s wanted since we arrived.”
 “I knew he was worried but this?” he asked.
 Katrina had come up behind them. “Where’s Carl?”
 Paco followed, the dog bolting for the open door and tearing out into the storm.
 “Paco!” shouted Kat. “Come back!”
 “And you!” Nora said in condemnation of Kat. “More concerned for that mutt than for my Carl, but all the time sashaying about!”
 Meanwhile, Marcus had examined the door. “Neither jimmied nor blown open,” he informed them. “Carl unlocked it from the inside for some reason or some one.”
 “Either that or he simply bolted, leaving us.” Nora looked from Marcus to Katrina. “He was angry and he…he intended to leave. Took the first chance that he got, didn’t he?” From the look on Nora’s face, Marcus could tell she’d rather this be true than that Carl had opened the door for Iden Cantu. 
 “Stay away from the windows. For all we know, Cantu’s tracked us down, thanks to Carl.”
 “Thanks to Carl? This is in no way Carl’s fault!” A Georgia wife all her life, Nora still defended her man.
 “He shouldn’t’ve made that call to Marietta, Nora. It still worries me.”
 “But Carl would know not to open the door to Cantu. He’s seen his pictures.”
 “If Cantu came knocking at the door, you can bet he did so in sort of disguise.”
 “Cantu…disguise? You really…” she halted to gasp for air… “think Cantu has hold of my-my Carl?” Nora’s managed to squeak out the last words before her knees buckled.
 They helped her to the sofa. Around them the howling winds continued when a gnarled, bloody forearm and attached hand, looking as if grasping for life, slammed through one window.
 The horror of it caused Nora to faint outright and for Kat to scream. Marcus wanted to scream. The ring on the left-hand appendage was Carl’s wedding band.
 Katrina’s delayed response was to rip out her Glock from her shoulder holster beneath her jacket, while Marcus had a closer look at the arm. Nora, coming to, dizzy and gasping like a fish out of water, covered her eyes and openly cried for Carl, repeating his name until Marcus heard it replaced with the name Stan.
 Marcus ushered them from the room, saying, “No doubt left now. Cantu’s found us; he’s out there.” Schramick’s left arm and hand were still warm—the skin, hair follicles, cellular tissue and veins still on the clock awaiting further orders from on high.
 In the midst of the howling winds, a new sound filtered into the house: the terrible cries coming from out in the storm, coming from what was left of Carl Schramick. The sound meant that Carl would not die soon, not until after much suffering; suffering they too would be made to endure. Iden Cantu had arrived.
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 Nora had somehow crawled to where Carl’s arm lay and she began a keening, wailing, blathering over the body part. “I…I want his ring, Marcus,” she pleaded. “Will you…will you—”
 Marcus grabbed hold of the wrist and yanked the diamond-studded gold band off it, and cupping her hand, folded the blood-speckled ring into her possession. “Now I want you and Kat downstairs, Nora. Nothing we can do here, and it’s too dangerous.”
 “And you need to be with your children,” added Kat.
 Nora allowed them to guide her back to her children. Danny and Jennifer alternately called for Paco and Carl.
 “I don’t like this, Marcus,” Kat told him on the stairwell, stopping his lone retreat from the basement. “There’s no way out from down here.”
 “Actually there is.”
 “I’ve been over every inch, and I tell you—”
 “Below my bed.”
 “What?”
 “A trapdoor.”
 “To what, a sub-basement?”
 “Crawl space that’ll take you out below the deck. I want you and the others to take it to the end of the deck to the pier. Quietly return the boat to the water, and take it across the lake. Kat, get them all to safety.”
 “When we’re you planning to tell me all this?”
 “Ahhh…now. Kat this changes everything. Cantu’s having found us, having abducted Carl. We’ve got to adapt to this and now!”
 “I’ll get Nora and her kids to the boat, but I’m not leaving you here alone.”
 “Your to go!”
 “We had a deal, remember? You took my money.”
 “I know full well—”
 “I hired you! You’re not the boss here. I’m your boss. We had a deal.”
 “All right, Jesus. Wouldn’t wanna be reported to the Georgia Private Eye Guild,” he joked. “Look, you can’t take the boat out in this weather anyway. You’d be scuttled. So…so just for now use the crawl space as a hideaway for Nora and the kids, but if something should happen to me—”
 She’d been staring into his eyes the entire time. “Nothing’s to happen to you, mister. You got that?”
 He smiled. “Understood, boss!”
 “Good.”
 “Perhaps…be on the safe side, you ought to get everyone into position under the floor. Just in case you do need to make a dash for the boat, storm or no storm.”
 “I don’t intend to huddle in a hole in the ground like a cowering—” 
 “Think of the kids, Kat. For all we know, Cantu could have a cannon out there.”
 “Will you stop exaggerating this creep’s prowess and firepower, please!”
 He took hold of her arm more roughly than he’d meant to, but it made her listen to what he had to say. “The guy is a professional hunter, Kat.” 
 “What’s that supposed to mean? Professional hunter?” She remained as stubborn as ever, snatching her arm free.
 “It means he could well be equipped with a g’damn .50 caliber Colt AR-15 out there. A round three times the size of anything we have.”
 “OK, I give you that, but you don’t know he has a .50 caliber weapon out there.”
 He’d already gone to a bookcase, opened the glass case, and grabbed a book on firearms. He opened it on a photograph of several bullets standing on end and placed beside a ruler. She looked over his shoulder. “Notice, if you will.” He pointed to the shiny giant bullet on the right that towered over the .30 ought-six standard hunting round, and the .223 round used in the AR-15 semi-automatic assault rifle.
 Kat stammered, “That’s ahhh…a monster bullet.”
 “King Kong of bullets, an overkill meant to pierce body armor.”
 “I’ve heard of it in connection with Homeland Security reports on CNN, but wow.”
 “Seeing is believing.” He nodded appreciatively. “Homeland security officials should be concerned about all anti-armor sniper rifles, especially this mother. Sadly, it’s all readily available and easily obtained, even over the internet.” 
 Even a remote possibility that Cantu had such a weapon out there now made Kat shiver. Such a round hitting a boat the size of the one they had didn’t sit well with her nerves. She imagined herself going down in the middle of the big lake with Nora clawing at her for help as the two children flailed about, drowning by degrees. “We’ll have to drain the gas tank on the boat before thinking of getting out there in it.”
 “Good thinking, Kat. I’ll see to it. Even with a .223 round, he could blow the tank and turn the boat into an inferno.”
 Marcus knew that .50 caliber and anti-armor sniper rifles were designed for battlefield conditions, to shoot down aircraft during takeoff or landing, to attack chemical plants, fuel depots, to puncture armored personnel carriers, and for outright assassination plots. He also knew that such weapons could destroy a target from over a mile or more away, some 2,000 yards. It represented the most lethal weapon available on the civilian market.
 To further impress upon Kat the nature of the danger, he next searched for and found a Time Magazine he’d been reading, tore open the pages and showed her a photograph of Iraqi civilians armed with such weapons. The terrorist threat posed by .50-caliber anti-armor sniper rifles had prompted the media to use pictures to explain the risk to US national security. The Time article dated a year ago June ran a shocking photograph.
 “Read the caption.”
 She did so in grim silence. The caption read: The first hint of trouble would probably be no more than shadows flitting through the darkness outside one of the nation’s nuclear power reactors. Beyond the fencing, black-clad snipers would take aim at sentries atop guard towers ringing the site. The guards tend to doubt they would be safe in their bullet-resistant enclosures. They call such perches iron coffins, which is what they could become if the terrorists used deadly but easily obtainable .50-cal. sniper rifles.

 “That’s some purple writing,” she said to lighten the moment.
 “This place we’re standing in, Kat, may not be an iron coffin, but it’s getting’ to be a pretty likeness of a pine wood box.”
 “All right, Marcus. I get your point. Calm down.”
 The outside gale force winds had diminished somewhat. They had no lights now, having lost the electricity. Candles were lit downstairs, but here in the upstairs, Marcus ordered no lights be used. “And stay away from any windows, and stay low, but make me a drink—bourbon—and maybe I can regain some calm.”
 She gave him a dirty look here in the dark, but she went to the kitchen to ‘fill the order’ all the same. She shouted out to him, “Marc, I want you to tell me more about Cantu. Everything. I want to know this enemy.”
 “What more? You’ve obviously researched him, same as you did with me.”
 “It’s not the same. I have no notion of who he really is. He’s just a monster on a rampage now but how’d he get that way? Tell me how, for instance, he got this Rambo reputation that’s got you all buggy about him?”
 Marcus didn’t answer this.
 “And what’s all this crap about his being a professional hunter? What the hell is a professional hunter, really? I’d like to know.”
 “Why? You wanna be one when you grow up?” he called out just as she returned with two Jack Daniels high balls.
 “So far as I can see, he’s just a man with nothing to offer other than venom.”
 “After his stint in the military, after Desert Storm, after Iraq—”
 “Where he was involved in what some termed civilian murder,” she interrupted, “and-and they failed to lock him up then, and had they…maybe…”
 “Maybe Terry and Stan’d be alive today. I know.” Marcus went on, saying, “Cantu actually got backing from a TV producer to create a hunting show.”
 “While awaiting a military tribunal.”
 “At a time when nothing was proven against him, ostensibly a release to visit family. By this time, however, the wife had already filed divorce papers and had a standing injunction against his seeing her or the kids. Then he learned the TV show was no more.”
 “Are you saying that in peacetime professional soldiers don’t always fit in or know what to do with their skills?”
 “There’s that, too, yes.”
 “So a lotta you guys become cops?”
 “Yeah, some.”
 “So in peacetime, he was actually a failed professional hunter.”
 “And Hitler was a failed artists.”
 “And Charlie Manson a failed musician.” She gave it some thought. 
 “But Cantu continued to make a living in the hunting industry with a radio show."
 “How do you hunt on radio?”
 “Talk radio, you talk.”
 “Turkey talk, huh? Couldn’t’ve fulfilled his need to truly hunt, now could it?”
 “Rare as turkey teeth to be sure—anyone making a living just talking about hunting. Rare in fact to find someone making a good dollar off any hunting talents. Most of his income at the last, before he flipped out that is, came by way of ads.”
 “Ads?”
 “Residuals from ads done earlier. He was financially strapped to be sure.”
 “Pro hunter, heh? Anything else?”
 “Was about to become a producer.”
 “TV producer? Film?”
 “Self-promotion video, I think. Something for the video store shelf. Financed it himself.”
 “But no one wanted it, huh?”
 “Iden Cantu gained a reputation as a whitetail hunter, and from that beginning he gained endorsements, speaking and writing opportunities. Of course, ahhh since he began killing and hunting people, his endorsements kinda fell off.” 
 “I can imagine.” She shook her hair out at this.
 “Cantu started by sending success stories and field photos of himself with dead game animals to hunting mags and equipment manufacturers. Given his size and military record, his resemblance to Oliver North.”
 “This all before the scandal over his time in Iraq broke in the press?”
 “Yeah…that began with some guy with a cell phone who put it out on the net, but well before then, Iden Cantu attracted attention from a producer who got financial backers up. Pretty soon, Cantu was giving seminars at local and regional outdoor events, and the TV show was—at that time—in the works. Meanwhile, he got hippy-dippy on steroids the entire time.”
 “Figures.”
 “Explains why he killed his kids and the wife.”
 “And Terry.”
 “And Stan, and Joely Blankenship.”
 She breathed deeply and nodded thoughtfully. “And now Milton and the Deacon.”
 “Sounds like a bad version of Paradise Lost.”
 “Sold his soul to the Devil, hasn’t he?” 
 “Cantu is the Devil—the Devil on steroids.”
*
 

 Again in the distance, they heard the unmistakable howl of a male voice telegraphing horrible pain. This over the sound of the storm; piercing the storm, in fact, punctuating nature’s scream with that of Carl’s.
 “Maybe we’ve bitten off more than we can chew, here Kat,” he told her. “Maybe we should call Tim and his Pa-trooper friends—now!”
 “What’re you going to do?”
 He weighed their options, thinking how suddenly Carl had been whisked from them, and he feared the monster would return for Danny, Jennifer, Nora, and Kat in turn. “I’m going to call Tim. Get some more guns and useful dogs up here, hunt the bastard down like the animal he is.”
 “That won’t give me a chance alone with him,” she said through clenched teeth, that familiar glint of hatred in her eye. “Look, do what you hafta do.” She flashed back on Carl’s sudden abduction and on his errant left arm and hand, the limb lying back of the sofa where it’d come flying through the window. Still she held out hope. “Look, is it possible the storm could’ve got hold of Carl?”
 “What?”
 “Maybe shredded him through a fork in a tree?”
 “As opposed to being shredded by Cantu? Highly unlikely, Kat. This is his work.”
“All right. Agreed. Call in the cavalry then.”
 “Just too much at stake here with the kids. It’s not just us anymore. Two lost souls with nothing to lose. Things’ve significantly changed.”
 “I know…I know.”
 “And we gotta adapt, go with the flow.”
 Kat still kept pace beside Marcus, who’d returned to the first floor, where he whipped open his cell phone and dialed 9-1-1 to get hold of Grimes. His grimace said it all. “Damn phone’s not working.”
 “Battery? What?”
 “Interference.”
 “The storm? The mountains?”
 “Maybe, yeah…sure.”
 “But you don’t think so, do you.”
 “Could be anything.”
 “Could be Cantu, you mean.”
 He shrugged. “He’s an electronics genius, remember?”
 “You think he’s jamming your signal?”
 “Try your phone.”
 She did so with the same result—static, no ring tone. “The Mac—we can send out a message, a distress signal on My-space or something, and you can E-mail your Thomas in Atlanta, and he can contact authorities in Blue Ridge.”
 He rushed to where the Mac laptop slept on the dining room table its sleep mode indicator diode brightening and lowering like electronic breathing. With the electricity out, he’d have to rely on the PowerBook G5’s battery, which he’d been using out on the deck for some time the day before. To date, he’d heard nothing further from JT about how the Lawrence Milton murder case was shaping up. “I’ll put out the Mayday,” he called over his shoulder as the Mac came to life with its pleasant tune a surreal counterpoint to Carl Schramick’s pleas and the raging winds. Katrina had it set to play iTunes from her library each time it opened. It now played a Nat King Cole favorite, Fly Me to the Moon. But all Marcus could think of was the waste to the battery. He flipped the Mac to stare at the bottom where the five eyelet-sized green indicator lights showed only two and one of these began to wink, a sign of its going. Without a power source to plug into, the battery could not be recharged.
 Maybe it’s the storm…maybe,” she mused about the loss of electricity and cell phone use.
 “Let me concentrate here,” he replied.
 “Tell me it’s possible that all our problems are due to the storm.”
 Marcus stared long into her eyes. “Sorry, I’m done with wishful thinking.”
 “Then he cut the power and the ground line? And managed to scramble the cell phones?”
 “Yes. Kat, he’s got a scrambler out there, state-of-the-art one at that. Probably one of the many toys he learned to play with while in the military.”
 “Then we’re cut off from any outside help.”
 Marcus nodded. “For as long as he wants us to be.”
 Her face fell.”
 “Don’t look so glum, Kat. You got your wish.”
 “What’s that supposed to mean? I want him caught, captured, and killed, same as you.”
 Tell that to Carl out there!”
 “Are you saying that Carl’s disappearance is my fault?”
 “I’m saying its our fault—shared responsibility.”
 “Don’t go soft on me now, Rydell.”
 “We’ve lured Cantu here simply by choosing this time and place.”
 “And he can die here as well as we can.”
 “Lured him into our masterful trap. Trouble is our trap really is our trap. All quite masterful, wouldn’t you say?”
 “We never had time to fashion a trap, let alone a proper one, not yet, thanks to your running all over.”
 “What?”
 “First back to Atlanta, then to Nashville, dragging others here. I never wanted things to progress this way.”
 “Nor did I.”
 “All the same, he’s got Carl now, damn it.”
Marcus managed to get onto Yahoo and into his mail. He scanned it for anything from JT, fending off spam as he went. There it was, a communiqué from John Thomas.
Marcus opened the E-mail, praying the battery would not fail him, wondering if he had time to both read JT’s remarks and put out the call for help. He opened JT’s note which read: Despite the naysayers in the department, ME is convinced that Milton’s murder is the work of Iden Cantu. Got a partial print with a six-point match. Suspect you’re right. Bored in the woods, he’s crawled out of his hole for the city lights. All just to bedevil you, Marcus. Anyone associated with the killings that took Stan’s life, he’s come for. We’ve been unsuccessful in locating either Nora Miersky or Katrina Mallory, other possible victims of this madman. Do you have any idea of their whereabouts? – JT.
He hit reply and tore into his response which read: Every person targeted by Cantu is with me here at Blue Ridge Lake, rural route two on Blue Ridge Lake Road, and JT, Cantu is here as well. He’s already struck. Killed Nora Miersky’s second husband, Carl Schramick, feared tortured to death. During a bad storm, he’s managed to take out our electrical and jam our cell phones so our only hope is getting across the lake and to the airport and out of here. Right now, however, Cantu has us pinned down and under his thumb. We need manpower, and we need it now. Hope you get this in time – Marcus.
He reached for the send button, fearing it too late, that the Mac would go into confusion, displaying first the soccer ball and then the flashing rainbow ball that meant it hadn’t a clue as to what the human wanted. But the message went out; all had gone right. Now it was just a matter of JT’s being vigilant and opening it on the other end. 
 “Wait up. Carl had a cell phone. What about Nora’s? She’s sure to have one if not the kids.”
 Katrina checked and returned with Nora’s phone. She tried dialing but as with the others all she got was static and a signal saying No Service.
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Convinced now that they had no other avenue of escape, Katrina ushered Nora and the children to and through the trap door, finding it exactly where Marcus said it’d be, below his bed. Kat handed them a heavy-duty flash light and gave then instructions. “Do not, under any circumstances come out until Marcus or I come fetch you, understood?”
 Nora answered for them all. “Yes, I understand.”
 But if something strikes you as horrid, say if you smell smoke, there’s an exit that takes you out and up under the deck, and down to the lake and the boat.”
 Nora, shaken, needed no second telling but the children had twenty questions to which Nora responded with a loud, “Shush! Just do as you’re told.”
 “Where’s Carl?” asked Jenny.
 “He’s ahhh…gone,” her mother replied.
 “Gone where?” pressed Jenny.
 “F-For help,” added Kat in an attempt to calm the kids. “Now make no noise. Try to get some sleep.” They’d carried pillows and bedclothes with them into the crawl space. “The storm can’t last much longer.”
 When Katrina returned to ground level, she found Marcus, shotgun in hand, vigilant, his back against the fireplace stones. She saw that he’d removed the severed forearm and hand that’d literally come at them through the window. The outcries coming from Carl in the distance had ended, and for this much she thanked God, but she wondered where God was in all of this four year horror story that amounted to her life, this four years of hatred and desire for vengeance which had consumed her and had tonight cost another man his life. A man who’d pleaded not to come with them.
 When Marcus saw her, he hissed. “Damn it, Kat, I told you to get below and stay below.”
 “We’re in this together—just like from the start.”
 “And if that maniac should get hold of you? Do to you what he’s done to Milton and Carl? What am I to do then?”
 “You sound genuinely concerned about me.”
 “God, you can be infuriating when you do that.”
 “Do what?”
 “So completely understate the situation. I am, damn it, bloody well concerned about you, Kat.”
 She looked at him with a fresh eye. The rough exterior, the need for a shave and a change of heart, the whole mood swing thing, and despite his being old enough to be her father, she thought, here’s a real man. A man capable of going up against Cantu. She’d been right about him all along. “If any single man can corner and incapacitate Iden Cantu, it’s you, Marcus Rydell. And who has more reason? More invested?”
 “Don’t pay me, Kat.”
 She curled up alongside of him with the stone fireplace at their backs and held onto him. “I admit…at first, I was playing you, using you, but no longer, Marc, not for a long time.”
 Somewhat startled at her nesting into him, Marcus nonetheless freed a bicep to take her gently into the crook of his arm. This as the storm continued, not quite so insanely now, pulling back from its intensity and sound effects, seeming to second guess the idea of destroying the house, and calming in its monstrous power over them as a lion mulling over new options, one being the idea of abating.
 Time passed and the winds indeed calmed to a lulling swirl out among the trees, the sound of it far more like air racing against the ears while on a swing than that of a freight train in the wilderness. It had Marcus dozing even with the heavy .30-06 double-barrel across his lap; it had Katrina in REM sleep, occasionally starting, occasionally flinching, waking him anew.
 The chirping of birds and the first slivers of light from the forests creeping across the room awoke them at the same time. Marcus’s right arm had no feeling in it along with his buttocks against the stone hearth.
 The storm over, the air smelled clean, fresh, vibrant, and wonderful.
 “Nora and the kids must be asleep,” she muttered to him.
 “And Carl must be dead.”
 She didn’t know what to say to this. She momentarily wondered how much sleep Marcus had gotten. “I’ll fix coffee.” Kat uncurled and gained her feet like a feline. She moved with the grace and sensual manner of a cougar.
 “Stay away from the windows, Kat.”
 “Will do and hey, thanks, Marcus.”
 “For what?”
 “Holding me all friggin’ night.”
 “No problem,” he replied, while violently shaking out his dead arm in an effort to regain feeling. He also quickly gained his feet and began a binocular search from each window and doorway. If indeed it’d been Cantu that Carl had opened the door for and stepped through for, instead of curiosity over some black bear, Cantu had them at a distinct disadvantage. He had them in his sights, while they hadn’t a clue to his whereabouts—exactly Marcus’s worst nightmare. 
 “Howaaa…how’s that coffee coming?” he asked just to hear her voice, to know she was safe in the kitchen. Suppose the monster had slipped in while they slumbered? Suppose he was here, now, on the inside? The what ifs began to bombard him in a sudden panic attack…fear of losing Kat in a blinding instant, a moment like the one which had Carl’s arm coming through the bloody window. He vowed not to be taken by surprise, and certainly not taken alive.
 He saw nothing from this angle through the binocular lens. He fretted at the shadow creature he felt now coming up behind him while his entire focus had been through the looking glass. His chest heaving, feeling a loss of breath, Marcus passed out and slumped to the floor below the picture window broken by Carl’s body part the night before.
 A black out wherein he could get no air into his lungs had put him under.
 
 
 *
 
 
 When Katrina entered the room, she saw Marcus, unconscious below the broken glass, shotgun on one side of him, binoculars the other. For a horrid second, she assumed the worst, that he’d been shot and killed by Cantu. She almost dropped the two coffee cups and the pot she’d brought in but righted the tray and placed it on the table before rushing to Marcus. Even before she got to him, she saw his labored breathing. He was alive and fighting for air.
 She knelt and took his pulse. Erratic and racing, out of control. She saw that his eyes had rolled back in their sockets, leaving nothing but the whites. She lightly slapped at his cheeks, repeatedly calling out his name. “Marcus! You can’t do this!” She feared he’d had a heart attack if not a stroke. It appeared so. Seeing him like this, she could believe that he had indeed blacked out that day during the firefight with Iden Cantu. She thought of how many people had ridiculed Marcus over this; how many times she herself had cursed him for his cowardice or his failure covered by a lie, but now this. This was no cowardice, no failure, and certainly no lie.
 “I have a lot to apologize for,” she said over him. “Marcus…I’m here. Marcus.” She wondered if his condition might be related to moments of extreme stress. And if so, why hadn’t the police shrinks and all the doctors found a workable diagnosis and treatment for Marcus?
 He was after all in his late fifties. Maybe the Atlanta Police Department was more at fault in the Cantu matter than Marcus ever was. Had they seen to his regular checkups? Had anyone any notion of why he blacked out then, and why now?
 He started coming to, an animal noise breaking from his diaphragm—asking what sounded like a question here, a plea for help there, followed by a look of confusion and fear. The sounds he made were pitiable like those of an animal caught in a trap. He wanted to know “Whar am-I? Whar hahp-pin? Yuyu awl right?”
 Even in this state, he was worrying about her. “Don’t try to talk, Marcus. Easy, sit…no, no!” She realized it sounded as if she were speaking to Paco, who’d remained missing all night.
 He struggled to push himself up, wishing to stand.
 “No, I said easy. Marcus, you can’t do that!”
As if battling her, he tried to get up. “Hell you say….”
 She forced him down and realized just how weak he was at the moment. “You’re going to listen to me this time. No sudden movements! I’m the doctor here.”
 “Whhh-at’s wrrrong w-with me then, smarty pants. Yuyu know…you-you do resemble Ida Lapino somewhat.”
 “And you’re either blind or having a stroke. Just settle down and quit groping your doctor. And breathe in deeply. Never met a man who breathed as shallowly as you. Breathe deeply, I tell you. Get some oxygen to the brain. I’m calling for an ambulance.”
 She tried to call 9-1-1 local for help, but her cell continued to get a No Service message. She tried the landline, know somehow that it was a waste of time. Still dead, not even a ring tone.
 When she turned, she found Marcus had crawled to the couch and had somehow gotten himself aboard the sofa, lying now on his back, arms across his head. “Feelin’ much better now. I’ll be aww’right.”
 “You just lost four or five minutes, Marcus. That’s not good. Whatever it is, it’s damn serious and needs attention.”
 “It’s happened before. No big—”
 “—deal, I know. How often since the day Terry was killed?” she asked. “How often?”
 “Are you sayin’ that you maybe believe me now…I mean about that day?”
 “I do now, seeing you like this, yes.”
 “ That’s a first.”
 “I believe what I see, and I see a man with a problem.”
 This touched a raw nerve in him, like pushing the macho button, and he automatically tried to get up again.
 “Hold on! Stay!” she ordered and his eyes widened on seeing that she meant it. “Now answer my question.”
 “Yes, ma’am…I mean, Doctor.”
 “So how often, Marc. Tell me.”
 “Maybe every other month, sometimes skips…goes three, four months without an attack.”
 “Loss of breath is pretty obvious.”
 “His chin on his chest, he still managed to nod. “Yeah, can’t get any air in; it’s like when a carburetor chokes down, but it happens faster than a 57 Chevy sputtering out.”
 “Sounds like any number of problems.”
 “So I’ve been told…by experts who can’t find it or fix it but damn sure send a bill as if they did.”
 “So you get another opinion! You stubborn—”
 “I have! No one seems to be able to diagnose the thing.”
 “What, ER doctors?”
 “Trust me, I’ve been to specialists. Nothing. A lot of suppositions, a lot of ‘if these symptoms persists, perhaps you should see a doctor,” he joked. “No kidding…they advise I admit myself and submit to a battery of tests –that sorta thing.”
 “Well did you admit yourself, submit to tests?”
 “I did. They ran every kind of test you can imagine. Ran me up a humongous medical bill too, and for what? I still have no answer.”
 She ticked off a list of possible causes of his blackouts. “Heart attack.”
 “Ruled out. Heart is as sound as a newly wound clock.”
 “Stroke.”
 “Not a chance. Been MRI’d up the ying-yang.”
 “So they also ruled out blood clots in the lungs and heart?”
 “And head, yes!”
 “Got all your faculties immediately back, I can see that.”
 “How about some of that coffee.”
 “You feel up to swallowing?”
 “I’m fine, fine.”
 She reluctantly poured him a fresh cup. “Talking clear, thinking clear—all good signs.. What about MS?”
 He’d pulled up to an elbow and began sipping the hot coffee but almost dropped it at the mention of MS. “MS what about MS?”
 “Any of your doctors ever suggest that perhaps—a”
 “No!”
 “Hey, it’s no longer the death sentence it once was.”
 “I don’t have freakin’ MS? Whataya sayin’?”
 “Anyone ever suggest you might have MS?” she persisted.
 “There was this one guy in an ER once…sharp doctor, really, guy name of O’Hara, but I thought he was way off base. MS…me? Muscular
sclerosis? Don’t you get that in the muscles?”
“Not Muscular, Multiple…Multiple sclerosis, but yeah it affects the muscles, and your heart is the largest muscle in the body, Marc. And without it, the lungs are just a pair of deflated sacks.”
 “MS can start in the heart? Can cause blackouts?”
 “Yes, it can start there. Shows up as a breathing problem.”
 “Looking like a stroke.”
 “Or simulating the after effects of a heart attack, yes.”
 “Maybe I shoulda listened more closely to this guy O’Hara.”
 “And now me.”
 “Yeah, and as soon as we get out of here safely back to civilization, I’ll do something about it.”
 “If you don’t, I’ll kick your butt.”
 He smiled up at her. “I do believe you care.”
 “I do, Marcus…I do.” She leaned in closer and said, “I am so sorry that I was among those who blamed you for—”
 “Forget about it. Water under the bridge.”
 She placed a soothing hand on his cheek, put his coffee aside, and she kissed him. Marcus returned the kiss. She pulled back, her eyes watery with tears held in check. “Will you be all right, do you think?”
 “Shouldn’t have another blackout for a few weeks, maybe a month, so relax,” he lied.
 “Have they increased in frequency?”
 “Since when?”
 “Since the first.”
 “You could say so, yes.”
 “Ever have two occur close in time?”
 “Once or twice, yeah.”
 “How close in time to one another?”
 “Couple of days, but the second one’s like an aftershock to the first, a ripple by comparison.”
 “I’ll have to watch over you.”
 “Rather angelic of you, Doctor.”
 “Just until we can get expert help, someone who specializes in MS.”
 “Mayo Clinic time, heh?”
 They hugged and she said in his ear, “Frankly, I think we have to watch one another’s backs a great deal closer.”
 “Just how close?” he coyly said. “Did you say watch or wash?”
 “I suggest both, at least until we get clear of here.”
 “And hopefully after.” He held her firm and kissed her again.
 She pulled back from his embrace in order to study his features, working to determine the level of his sincerity with that last remark. “I like what I see in those steely gray eyes, Detective.” 
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 A half hour later, they had Nora and the children packing to leave the cabin, and Marcus was telling the others, “I want for you all to make your way to the boat and to the airport where you can get to a safe distance. My home, this place, is no longer the high ground we’d hoped.”
 “Privately, Kat replied, “I’m with you. We get the kids and Nora to a place of safety, and you and me, we come back to take Cantu out—as a real team this time, not at opposite ends.”
 “Kiddo, I’m not going to let what happen to Carl happen to you. I have no intention of further endangering—”
 She pretended not to hear. Instead she interrupted him. “What do you suppose happened to Carl? I mean…the rest of him, and whatever did you do with his arm?”
 “In the freezer, wrapped in foil. Although Carl was a small man, that arm’s a mighty large piece of evidence.”
 “Proving what? That Cantu is back?”
 “If he’s ever brought to justice, that arm—”
 “The only justice I want to see is that bastard at the end of my scalpel.”
 He said no more on the subject.
 “Look, Marcus, are you sure it wasn’t the storm somehow picked Carl up and shredded him through a tree out there?”
 “No.”
 “A bear maybe?”
 “I’d like to believe it was nature or a bear, Kat, really would but a bear’s a messy animal.”
“He’d have left signs, you mean?”
 “A lotta signs. And as for the storm sucking Carl through tree limbs and ripping off one of his limbs, I’ve scanned all the trees. Nothing.”
 “Then where’s Cantu’s leavings? His package of Carl? I know you were looking for it, so?”
 “For sure you have me.” He said it with an Irish brogue. “Like that night at O’Dule’s. Dead on.”
 “How I hated you then.”
 “I got that impression when you pulled a gun.”
 “I’m truly sorry about that, Marcus, really.”
 “Don’t apologize. You’ve no idea how much you’re coming into my life has revived me. No clue.”
“I know you were unhappy.”
 “Try dead inside—understatement queen.”
 She massaged his hand in hers.
 “So how am I now?” he asked, clasping her hands in his.
 “You’re alive and well.”
 “And feeling a lot more than I thought I’d ever feel again.”
 She smiled at this. “And you’re smiling a lot more these days, despite that a madman is on the loose and preparing to kill us all.”
 “Strangely, ironically, in part it’s due to that madman, my feeling something.”
 “Sometimes we’ve got to hold onto the only emotions we have left us.”
 “But there’s more to my return to life than hating Cantu.”
 “Tell me, Marcus. Tell me of your feelings, all of them.”
 “How ‘bout I show you?” He pulled her to him and kissed her passionately, and Katrina returned his kiss with even more passion.
 “I hope you two are having a good time!” It was Nora standing over them, her kids in tow. “I want out of here. I want my kids out of here.”
 “Western Tennessee, sure,” replied Marcus. “We’ll just rev up the boat, get across the lake and back to the plane.”
 “Where’s Carl?” asked Danny.
 “He ahhh had to go on ahead, sweetie,” Katrina lied.
 “I’m hungry,” complained Jennifer.
 “Can we go swimming again with Paco before we leave?” asked Danny.
“Right now, let’s find some breakfasts for you and Jennifer, hey scout?” asked Kat, going for the kitchen, armed with the knowledge to keep Nora and her kids away from the freezer unit.
 At the same time, Marcus sat up and glanced around at the dire situation they’d gotten themselves into, and he cursed Paco for abandoning them as well. Then he cursed Carl for his stupidity. He wondered now how differently things might’ve gone had he leveled with Tim Grimes the day before. He felt certain that the electricity and the landline was down as a direct interference by a multiple murderer who’d missed the propane line for the gas stove that’d brewed this morning’s coffee. They faced a killer who had not only been up to the house, likely casing every avenue of escape, but a smooth-talking one at that, one who had enticed Carl into his clutches. How? What possessed Carl Schramick to open that door and step into the clutches of the monster? And why hadn’t Cantu kept coming then? He might well have killed them all in the basement room at that point.
 The answers eluded Rydell. Perhaps he would never know.
 What he did know was that they mustn’t wait for another nightfall with the bloodthirsty Cantu out there roaming about. The man was like the cave-dwelling creature in the epic poem Beowulf, the creature called Grendel—only half human; the other half of Satan’s own DNA. Only this Grendel had technological know-how and gadgetry at its disposal. Never mind that it could never know love or purity, decency or God. It remained a killing machine, a machine coming for them.
 Yes, this Grendel had scramblers, high-powered rifles, and night-vision goggles. No telling how many hikers and campers had contributed to Cantu’s stash of high tech toys.
 The monster was nearby to be sure. Lurking, waiting, coming at anything human in the light—man, woman, child, dog no matter, to drag fresh kill into a black lair and feed on it, but Cantu fed on spreading psychological terror as well.
 The day outside the broken window had come in bright, the sky a radiant blue, the forests a deep green to make the mythical gnomes dance amid the verdant life. The juxtaposition of beauty and tranquility and life and death here at Blue Ridge Lake felt surreal. And Marcus’s family home and memories set against the horror of what lay in wait for them filled his mind with wonder at how things had happened in what felt like a hand already dealt him—as if fated. Among the wonders was a question too deep to bring to the surface in any other words than, “Where’s that stupid dog, and where is God when you need Him?” When no answer came, he added, “OK already, I’ll settle for Tim Grimes and the state patrol. Barring that, JT and the National Guard. 
 Then his cell phone rang. “Damn! It’s working?” Marcus allowed it to ring twice, three times, and then he answered without a word.
 “H-Ha-Hel-lppp-owww Marc-cu-cus…Marc-cu-cus,” came a strange, hoarse voice, which he still recognized as that of Grimes, but Tim sounded in great distress. “You-you there, Marc…arrrgh?”
 “Tim? What’s going on?” Grimes sounded awful.
 “Lis-sin-ta-me will-will ya?”
 “Where’re you calling from?”
 “I…not call-ing. Can-tu put me…on, Marc.”
 “Cantu? Cantu has you? God, no!”
 “Yes got me…got me tied up…” he panted more. “Like a pretzel.”
 Marcus feared the worst. “Where? Give me a location.”
 “In a dark place…smells like…like a cave, earthy and—“
 “That you, Detective Rydell?” asked Iden Cantu on the other end now. “Sorry ‘bout the kids’ step-dad, but you know he wasn’t much of a dad to begin with.”
 “You murdering sick son-of-a—” Even as he started, he wondered how Cantu could have formulated any sort of opinion of Deacon Shramick.
 “Come on, Marc. You didn’t think much of Carl. He was easy to kill and no skin off, eh? You haven’t missed the asshole. Not so with Stan’s kids and wife, your girlfriend, Mallory, and Timmy fat boy here, eh?” 
 “Let him go, Cantu. This is between us—you and me alone.”
 Grim laughter replied.
 “Grimes has nothing to do with any of this.”
 “He does now.”
 “Why? Why’re you doing this to me?”
 “Let’s say I hate cops, Marc! Even small time ones like Timmy.” Grimes screamed in excruciating pain. “Wanted you to hear this, Marc. All your closest friends call you Marc, so I’ll call you Marc, too.”
 “I’m going to hunt you down, Cantu, and I’m going to put you under the earth.”
 “Bring it on, but then who’s going to protect the children? Nora? Your new sweetheart?” Cantu kept the line open, making Tim Grimes howl in more torturous pain before the line went dead.
 “How can the bastard know so much?” Marcus kept asking himself. Had he watched the house that closely? To know so much of what was going on inside? But how? Even if he had night vision goggles and high-powered scopes, how could he know their every move, down to his dislike of Carl, and that Grimes was a personal friend.
 It was almost as if he had the place bugged.
 He began searching for any electronics in the home that didn’t belong. He tore the phones apart, upturned every table, searched beneath every surface and behind every wall plug and light fixture as well as behind every wall hanging, mirror, and painting. Cursing, he found nothing. If he allowed it, he’d begin to think Iden Cantu some sort of magician or a supernatural being. “Maybe the bastard’s an alien and can read minds.”
 Just then he heard a patter of soft-soul shoes on the porch, and he pointed the Spartan shotgun at the sound, his finger pressuring the trigger, only to find Paco in his sights, panting, tongue lolling to one side, out of breath and limping, favoring his right front paw.
 Kat had returned at the same time and shouted, “Don’t shoot! It’s Paco, Marcus! Baby, you’ve come home!”
 *
 
 
 Kat welcomed Paco into her waiting, open arms and the dog obliged her, his tail wagging as he wildly licked at her face. “He’s limping,” she said. “What’s happened, Paco?”
 “So I noticed,” replied Marcus, taking a deep breath, Cantu’s chilling voice still reverberating in his head along with Tim Grimes’ screams. When had the monster cornered and captured Tim? For how long had he held him in captivity? Since after his visit? Twenty four hours?”
 Kat asked him to bring her medical bag from a nearby corner. Marcus had smirked the limp; nonetheless, he handed her the bag. Given the pain and horror that Tim must be facing at this moment, he could hardly focus his attention on a dog’s injury. Then he noticed how the dog had chewed a small bald spot into the fur around his left haunch, and that the dog, like gnawing at a tick, tore at the spot from moment to moment.
 “Dog’s as nervous as the rest of us,” he commented as she tended toPaco’s paw.
 “Is there any wonder, what with Carl out there screaming all night?” She probed with tweezers at the small cut. “I think he’s picked up some glass here,” she said.
 “Only glass is from that broken window. Must’ve picked it up when Carl’s arm came crashin’ through.”
 “No…this is granular glass…looks like from a car window.”
 Marcus imagined a scenario in which Cantu attacked Tim while the big man was trapped behind the wheel, hardly capable of fast movement. “When you’re finished with the paw, Doctor, I’d like to interrogate the witness.”
 She laughed, thinking the joke cute. “You do that, Joe Friday.”
 “Whatever would you know of Joe Friday?” he asked.
 “I get TV Land. See it in rerun along with Streets of San Francisco.”
 “Ahhh…Carl Malden and Kirk Douglas’s son.”
 “Who’s Kirk Douglas?” she teased.
“Vincent Van Gogh—the movie?”
 She talked to the dog instead. “ You just take it easy, boy. We’ll rustle you up some grub. Thirsty no doubt.”
 “So tell me, Paco,” he said in his toughest Joe Friday voice, “what happened to your hind end?”
 Paco’s eyes appeared soulful, enough so that Marcus might believe in reincarnation. Still the dog wasn’t about to speak. Paco instead sat then laid and next reached full around to his left haunch to again bite furiously at some unseen annoyance—fleas no doubt. He kept up this concern with his backside until Kat returned with her hands full with water bowl and table scraps.”
 “Leftovers again,” Marcus complained on behalf of the dog.
 She laid it all out for a grateful Paco, whose paw was now wrapped in gauze and blanketing tape, the tape only reinforcing Marcus’s fear for Grimes. While the dog ate and drank, he pointed out the area around the right haunch that’d been losing out to Paco’s insistent attention for some time now. “You notice that before?” he asked.
 “No…but I saw him teething and tearing at it the other day. Thought nothing of it. Looks like he’s developed a fixation on it. Dogs’ll do that.”
 “Not psychotic like cats at all, are they?” he joked.
 These woods’re probably teeming with ticks. Probably a tick sucking away at the poor animal’s blood. I’ll have a look.” She used a magnifying glass to thoroughly search the affected spot, which turned up a small but infected area the size of a quarter.
 “What is it. Has he picked up a tick?” he asked, watching her deft hands and eyes examine Paco further. She put a penlight in her mouth and sprayed the hairy haunch with light, her eyes going wide.
 “What is it, Kat?”
 “Take a look at this. Something not right here—stitches.”
 He’d been keeping one eye out for anything unusual outdoors, going from window to window like a bride waiting for a groom, but he now joined her and leaned in to see what was under her light. “Damn it all to hell!” he erupted, causing the feeding dog to growl.
 “What is it, Marc?”
 “Well look at it! You tell me! Cantu’s made a fool of us all.” His anger had overflowed to the point he kicked a chair across the room, startling Paco who barred his teeth at Marcus, who turned on a battery-operated radio up to loud. The music of Bob Segar singing Give me that
old
time religion filled the room.”
 “Take it easy, Marcus!” she shouted, “You’ll bring on another…fainting spell, and you’re upsetting Paco.”
 “Lock the dog in the a closet, Kat.”
 “What? Turn that damn rock-a-billy music down so I can hearrrr you!” She exaggeratedly placed a hand to one ear.
 “Lock Paco up for now.”
 “Why?”
 “He’s working for the enemy.”
 “Paco, an enemy combatant?”
 “He’s bugged and possibly controlled.”
“Bugged…controlled?”
 On hearing the noise and Paco’s barking, Nora and the children came rushing into the room. Marcus shouted for Nora to get the children back as Paco, hunkered into a position that threatened Marcus. The German Shepherd, teeth barred, gums showing, slavering remnants of food, coiled, ready to spring now, ready to leap at Marcus’s throat. The dog’s eyes had gone wide and insane with ferocity. Marcus whipped out his Glock. which had been nestled in the small of the back just as Nora herded the screaming children form the mad, slavering dog.
 “Don’t shoot him, Marcus! Please, hold off!” pleaded Kat.
 “No choice, Kat. He’s trained to go for the jugular. He could kill me in a matter of seconds.”
 “Paco couldn’t do that!”
 “It’s an implant, a computer chip—just beneath the stitches.”
 She rifled through her bag for anything that might diffuse the wired dog. “We need a damn tranquilizer dart. but I don’t carry tranquilizer darts. But if we could muzzle him!”
 “He’d tear you up if you tried, Kat. He’s got claws as well as teeth.”
 “He only has the use of one paw. I can do this!”
 “No, back off!” He chambered a round.
 “You can’t just kill him!” She rolled out the blanketing tape and straddled the dog, who wasn’t having any of it as Marcus shouted, “Kat, outta the way!” She felt the claws rip into her as she worked furiously to wind and wrap and twist and bind the dog’s snout in the manner of rendering an alligator harmless, and next she grabbed and wrapped the second forepaw. Kat’s mad attempt to save the dog made Marcus toss aside the gun and jump in, using his weight to help control the wild ripping hind claws now that snout and front claws had been rendered helpless.
 It’d taken great sacrifice and Kat’s face, neck, hands, and arms bled from multiple rents, tears, and bites. She was successful in saving Paco’s life, but the result had her faint and reeling. With the dog subdued and tragically fighting to fulfill its mission but unable to, Marcus realized the chip had to come out now, else the dog’s mind would go along with any allegiance that Paco might owe them.
 He tended to Kat first, getting her to lie still on the floor, placing a pillow beneath her head. He grabbed what he needed from the bag and poured peroxide over her wounds and wrapped the worst of the lot as she kept saying, “Get that damn chip outta Paco. Never mind me. I’m all right, Marc. Please.”
 He found a sedative and suture cutters. He cut a hole in the blanketing tape around the dog’s muzzle and forced a couple of the pills down its throat, hearing Paco gulp twice. He doused the area around the bug and sutures using alcoholic wipes and immediately cut away the four sutures that’d already begun to burrow into the skin. This made the dog yelp under the muzzle, but Marcus did not slow his pace. With each snip, the wound opened further, the lip of the original cut beginning to smile back. Now came the hard part.
 “How is it going, Marcus?” she asked, unable to see from her position. She pushed up on elbows to his telling her to stay down. 
 He now had to probe the wound for the chip, and the only hopeful thought was that the thing had to be fairly close to the surface in order to operate at optimum capacity. This ought to make it findable with the instrument he’d located in Kat’s bag, small forceps. By this time, Kat was alongside him, saying, “Allow me.”
 “Are you sure?”
 Her right hand took the forceps from him, blood dripping yet from it and matting in the dog’s hair. “I’ve got it.” And she did. In a blink, the chip came out in the bite of the clamp. It looked like a tiny robotic insect, fat bodied with multiple legs and feelers.
It proved the size of a lithium battery.
Their eyes met across the small object.
They remained silent.
He wanted to kill Paco.
 She shivered, attempting to recall every word that’d passed between and among them all while Paco lay nearby, sharing it all with Cantu.
 She almost dropped the bug into the dog’s water bowl, thinking it would end its effectiveness immediately and that this is what Marcus wanted. He instead slapped her hand away from the bowl, sending the device skittering across the wooden floor. From somewhere deeper in the house, he heard the children crying, no doubt still terrified of the beast that Paco had become of him.
 “What’d you do that for?” she asked, staring across to where the transmitter-receiver now spun like a top, a bug on its back, unable to right itself.
 He whispered as Bob Seger now sang of finding love in the back of a car. “I want that thing to work in reverse. This dog’s going to work for our side now.”
 With Paco sedated now, she whispered back as she tended to the infected area where they’d removed the chip, “I won’t let you, Marcus.”
 He stared back.
 “Don’t you think he’s been through enough manipulation already?”
 “Haven’t we all?” he protested. Marcus stood and went to the bug. He lifted it and went in search for the fine tools of his trade, those of the private eye. As a former marine himself, he knew just how valuable both the bug and the dog had become.
 “I won’t let you turn the dog into a murder weapon, Marcus!”
 But he’d closed a door between them so that neither he nor the fiend listening in on them might hear. “’Bout time Paco earned his keep.”
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When Marcus emerged from having reset and re-inserted the bug in Paco, Katrina was instantly at Rydell. “If you do this, Marcus, you stoop to Cantu’s level.”
 “Getting down to Cantu’s level is how we survive. If we don’t do this, Kat, we might not come out of this alive, including Nora and the children. Human life, Kat.”
 “By sacrificing Paco?”
 “He’s a trained killer and a helluva spy.”
 “Double Agent Paco,” she muttered, unconvinced.
 “Counter intel. Besides, Paco here could possibly help us to disable Cantu, maybe lead us to him—his hideout—if my plan works.”
 “Or this stunt could just get Paco killed,” she countered.
 “This is his chance to play Rin-Tin-Tin instead of the Nazi watchdog. Kat, he’s been relaying everything we say here to Cantu, Kat. Do you get that?”
 “I get it, but—”
 “Paco was planted here for your good heart to stumble onto.”
 “Cantu’s Trojan horse.”
 “And now he’s ours if we use him.”
 “But these things, don’t they have a short range?” she asked. “Cantu was in Atlanta when we got here.”
 “Cantu knew of this place from the beginning. He’s a patient killer. Dropped the dog in these woods long before we even thought of coming here.”
 “And since we arrived, Paco’s been transmitting?” she asked.
 “Not quite. You’re correct about the range on this thing. A mile, mile and a half at the outside, so it depends on when he got into the vicinity.”
 “Then we make a sweep of a mile radius damn it. We find him and take him out. Not the dog.”
 “”We use the dog, Kat.”
 She paced the room. “You said the chip also controlled Paco’s behavior, turned him into a killer. How?”
 “I’ve seen these during my time in the military. A chip that is not only a transmitter, but a receiver. It doubles as a shock inducer.”
 “Shock inducer? Like a trigger?”
 “The dog is trained on kill mode if it takes a shock where the device is implanted. Look, Kat, you know all about Pavlov’s dog, right. What else would make him race out of a warm, well-lit place and out into a raging storm like he did last night?”
 “So you want to take advantage of a dumb animal?”
 “Why’s he all of a sudden a dumb animal?”
 “I mean innocent.”
 “He’s a working dog, Kat, and now he’s counter intelligence. Let me demonstrate.” He turned off the radio that’d kept Cantu from hearing any of their conversation. He then demonstrated, opening the bath door to allow Paco back into the fold, pretending nothing had happened. “Thank God for your laptop we got Atlanta PD on the way.”
 She played along, adding, “A-And it’s good to know they’re on their way.”
 “In the meantime, they put in a call to Blue Lake to look in on us.”
 “Tonight by cover of darkness, we’ll take the kids and Nora outta here.”
 “Yes, tonight, after dark set in.”
 He then put Paco away again, closing the door on his whimpering. Whispering, he said to Kat, “I hope Cantu was awake for that.”
 “Still can’t believe that Paco’s a mule for the creep, and all this time I thought he loved us.”
 “In Doggie World it’s—love the one you’re with. Man’s best friend,” muttered Marcus. Ol’ Yeller, faithful and true, I think not.”
 Kat sniffled. “ Awww…Paco. Bad dog.”
 “He’s no Lassie, but the dog’s been played just like the rest of us,” said Marcus, feeling a bit of sympathy for the black animal. “Cut him some slack.”
 “Me? What about you?”
 “In the end, it isn’t his doing but Cantu’s.”
 “I feel…betrayed. All this time, I thought he was mine.”
 “They say a dog serves only one master.”
 “So, OK, obviously I can’t change your mind, but are you sure, Marcus, that you can reverse the bug?”
 “And the shock.”
 “Execution by dog.”
 “I Jerry-rigged the device to work for us, but can’t be sure of its working. As for determining the right sequence of electrical shocks to press his kill button, no. I haven’t a clue, so we’re not counting on his turning on Cantu and ripping out his throat.”
 “What’s to keep him from turning on us again?”
 “I removed the shock wire.”
 “Will the transmitter work?”
 “I set it to hopefully a frequency he’s not using. But honestly, it’s a toss up. Fifty-fifty chance, maybe a little better.”
 She scrunched her face up at him.
 “Hey, I never said I guarantee my work.”
 “Some PI.” She sent a pretend punch to his arm. “This time when the creep calls for Paco with whatever signal he uses—”
 “We’ll know his moves; possibly zero in on his location. Just follow where the dog leads, if we can keep up. This dog moves fast.”
 She nodded. “And he’ll assume one or more of us was attacked by the dog. So So why’re we waiting? Why not release Paco?”
 “First we’ve got to get Nora and her kids across the lake and out of harm’s way.”
 “I’ll tell Nora and the kids we’re leaving as soon as possible.”
 “It’s best to do it in daylight.”
 “Yeah…while the monster, we hope, sleeps.”
 “We’ll send Paco out first. See what we can pick up out there.” He indicated the receiver, a made-over cell phone.
 He released the dog, but Paco didn’t want to go. Paco instead hung about the driveway. Marcus had to throw rocks at him to get him to go; his demeanor was at the complete opposite spectrum of the attack dog that’d showed himself two hours before. Like dealing with a schizophrenic dog, Marcus thought.
At the same time, Kat searched out the children and Nora.
As he worked to run the dog off, Marcus struggled to recall everything that had been said in the dog’s presence. It seemed an impossible task, but one thing was sure, the dog was “transmitting” when they’d lied about how they intended getting the Mierkys across the lake and out of the area by cover of night.
 A voice in his head said, Paco
wasn’t here when we talked about the crawl space escape route….therefore, Cantu can’t know about it. It made sense for them all to get to the boat as soon as possible now. To climb in it and motor away to the far side of the lake.
If. 
 If the boat were still tethered and undamaged by the storm. He’d raised it out of the water in the small, covered boat launch, but he’d not had time to determine its condition since then. If the boat were fine, and if the escape came off quietly and effectively via the secret route below the deck. If Cantu remained in the dark.
All big ifs.
 *
 
 After sending Paco out on his counter intelligence mission and wishing him well, Marcus said a silent prayer and rushed back inside to round up the others. He ushered everyone downstairs to what the kids were calling the secret room, where Danny easily found the way out and his way beneath the deck. “Wait up for me, Danny,” Marcus called out. “I go first on this secret mission, understood?”
 Soon they were lined up behind Marcus, all inching along on all fours beneath the deck to the open panel at the end. “Wait until I give the signal,” Marcus told the others, crouching through dried leaves that, in a silent forest, might sound like ringing a bell, but all the noises of the forests abounded, covering any noise they made. “Only when you see me signal for you to come out,” he repeated. “Then and only then do you follow. Got that, kids?”
 “When’ll that be?” asked Danny.
 “When I get the boat into the water, I’ll signal, and when you get to me, all of you get into the boat as fast as you can.”
 “What about Paco?” asked Jennifer.
 “He told me he wants to stay and guard the house,” replied Marcus.
 “He said that, did he?” asked Kat, smiling at him.
 “All right, watch for my signal.”
 From the house and from below the deck, the boat in dry dock could not be seen as the lift was behind trees. Paco came out of nowhere—out of hiding suddenly to join Marcus the moment he made free of the deck and started running for the boat. Paco yipped at his heels in play. The children giggled. The plan was ruined before it’d begun.
 When Marcus arrived at the dry dock, he found the boat gone; someone, most possibly Cantu, had set it adrift on the lake some hundred yards off, twirling about with some sort of haze or fog over it that in a moment he recognized as smoke.
Now what, he wondered. Is Cantu watching right now, laughing at me?
He knew that it’d be Kat’s first question too when she learned of the boat’s having been set adrift. Just then Stan’s boy, Danny came around the corner, impatient for his signal. He shouted, “It’s gone!” He turned back and shouted to his mother and the others, “The boat’s gone!”
 Katrina showed up behind Danny, followed by Jennifer and Nora. Together they stared out at the smoldering boat. Something’s afire in the bottom of your boat, Marcus,” Nora unnecessarily pointed out. Even if we could get to it, it isn’t safe. It’s going to sink.”
 “Make for the car then,” he said.
 “But Marcus,” began Kat,“if he’s sabotaged the boat, who knows what he’s done to the car.”
 “Do you think its rigged to ignite?” asked Nora.
 “Who? Who’s doing this to us?” cried Jennifer, grabbing onto her mother. “And where’s Carl?”
 No one wanted to answer Jennifer. Instead, they hustled the children back toward the safety of the house, and once inside, Marcus rushed the car and climbed beneath, checking for any dangerous devices. Finding none, he opened the hood and found the Jeep’s wiring ripped apart, the distributor cap missing. “Son of a bitch,” he bellowed, searched the dense woods, saw nothing, and backed his way into the house.
 Once inside again, he told the others, “I’m going for the boat.”
 “How?”
 “I’ll swim for it, get in, get it back here.”
 “He’s surely jammed the motor.”
 “There’re oars at the dock.”
 “Let me understand this,” Kat began. “You’re going to swim maybe eighty or a hundred yards—”
 “With oars strapped to my back,” he put in.
 “With oars dragging behind you? In your condition and at your—”
 “Kat, I’m not sitting here and doing nothing while that lunatic decides when and where any longer.”
 “But if he sees you in an open boat, a burning one at that, he could take you out with a single shot. He’s a marine, a sniper you said.”
 “I have to risk it…hope that he’s playing by night, sleeping by day. Besides, you read his letters. He doesn’t want me dead before…”
 “Go ahead, say it, before he rest of us are killed.”
 “Before I suffer seeing you all die around me.”
 She gnashed her teeth. “It’s still too great a risk. Suppose he changes his mind; suppose he lies?”
 “It’s a risk I have to take.”
She grabbed him, held him. “I’m sorry for all the mean thoughts, and the mean things I’ve ever said or done to you, Marc.”
 “Like hold a gun on me?”
 “Yeah…like hold a gun on you.”
 He pulled away. She stopped him, bit her lower lip, pouted, and then she kissed him. He returned the kiss. “I’ll be back, promise.”
 “You better keep that one.”
 “I will.”
 *
 

 From the house, using binoculars, Kat watched the drama on the lake. She could see Marcus, the two heavy oars like a target on his back, slowly stroking his way toward the boat. The distance looked impossible, but Marcus was a big man and strong. All the same, she worried terribly. Suppose he should seize up and black out in the water? You’d drown and spoil Cantu’s fun, she mentally screamed at Marcus. Then she had a final supposition: Suppose Cantu put a sniper’s bullet in Marcus?
 Danny was the next to see Marcus out on the water from the windows. Now everyone saw and watched the drama that disappeared and returned as the tops of trees obliterated the view. At one point, losing sight of Marcus was too much for Kat, and she opened the glass doors and rushed out to the railing to keep Marcus in sight, when Danny, followed by Jennifer, rushed out after. Katrina grabbed the children and ushered them back inside, handing them off to Nora and ordering everyone to remain inside. She then returned the railing at the end of the deck.
 From inside, Nora and the kids watched Katrina’s panic at the railing.
 Far below them, Kat saw that Marcus had lost one of the oars to the lake, and that he continued to struggle out to the boat with the single oar left him. Marcus continued with clean, even strokes, narrowing the distance between himself and the boat.
 “Even if he can get the boat back here,” came Nora’s Georgia drawl in Kat’s ear, “ it’ll take some repair so far as I can see,” She’d come out to join her and had placed an arm over Kat’s shoulder.” 
 “Marcus’ll take care of it. He’ll take care of everything,” Kat assured the other woman.
 “Come back inside where it’s safe, Kat. If we lose you…what would we do?”
 Kat took her advice. Watching Marcus pull this stunt was just too frightening in and of itself. Once back inside, Danny asked, “Who’s doing this to us? Mom? Kat?”
 “It’s the man that killed Daddy,” said Jennifer to her brother.
 “Whoa…who told you that?” asked Nora, looking accusingly at Kat.
 “I heard you and Kat talking last night when you thought I was asleep.”
 “Then you’re a brave little girl,” said Kat as Nora swooped Jennifer in her arms. Danny clung to them both.
 Katrina turned back to the plate glass window and looked through the binoculars at the drifting boat, the smoke over it having dissipated somewhat, and she tried to measure the distance still remaining between Marcus and the boat. And she wondered anew what would happen this moment should he black out.
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 Marcus had believed the smoke rising off the boat he swam toward was coming off the motor, but now he wasn’t so sure. In fact, strangely enough the smoke seemed to be curling up from the keel of the boat. It certainly looked this way as Marcus neared the last twenty odd yards. It reminded him of the murder scene in Atlanta, how the smoke rose off Lawrence’s body.
 Could it be that Carl had met the same fate? Rather than left dangling from a tree had Schramick’s body been dumped into the boat and doused with an accelerant? If so, Marcus must brace himself for it; if so, Carl’s empty eye sockets and burned flesh would greet him when he pulled himself over the gunwale.
 Had Cantu set the burning body adrift like some mockery of a pagan ritual? With the wind taking the smoke and odor away from Marcus, his nostrils told him nothing. All the same, he could not put it past the madman.
 Cantu might well be looking at his struggle now, enjoying it, peering through a pair of binoculars or a high-powered rifle scope just to see his reaction when he should scale the gunwale and climb into the muck of what was left of Carl Schramick.
 He finally reached out and took hold of the gunwale, taking a breath. The awkward oar on his back having taken on the weight of a gunny sack full of bricks, Marcus steeled himself for whatever lay on the other side, certain he’d find Carl’s remains, for now he smelled the smoldering flesh. No doubt left now. None at all.
 He knew Carl would be difficult to look at, that his limbs would be broken at every juncture—wrists, elbows, shoulders, ankles, knees, hips, and that it’d all be folded inward. Inlaid, so to speak, all forced to the center of the torso, lashed together by rope or tape, all neatly packaged in a fishnet and set ablaze…but a careful blaze, a slow cooking blaze. The victims of this monster, Marcus had deduced, were kept alive to feel the pain of each bone broken, each searing patch of flesh cooking. The victim was in effect packaged alive, trussed like Cantu said in his letters, and then slow-cooked to death from a fire set beneath them until the skin popped and began its own smoldering fire.
 That’s what Canu had waiting for him in the boat. Lying in the bottom so he could not see it until he made the effort to see it. Where’s a lake cop when you need one, he thought. “Sick son-of-a-bitch,” he muttered, raking in all his remaining strength, might, and courage. He then pulled his head above the gunwale to see exactly what he had to deal with and how he must manage. One way or another, he meant to have this boat, to get Nora and her kids and Kat out of harm’s way, and to get Carl’s remains back into their hands for a proper burial.
Ready, he told himself. “Now. Go.” He pulled up over the lip of the gunwale, but no amount of preparation could have steeled him for what he found.
 He fell back into the water on seeing the body at the bottom of the boat.
 Yes every limb had been broken and packaged as he’d imagined, and yes the eyes had been seared out, and every feature exaggerated by fire and excruciating fear and pain. All quite expected, all quite dead and smoldering, but it was not Carl Schramick. It was Tim Grimes.
Grimes naked and roasted like a Thanksgiving turkey too large for any conventional oven, lying broken and battered, bottomless black eye sockets wide against a majestic blue heaven on Blue Lake…Marcus’s lake.
 It sent Marcus into a panic and back into the water; he threaded and bobbed on the surface. When he’d let go of the boat, it had pushed off from him as if alive and trying desperately to flee him. He swam anew for it, knowing it was the only way and knowing he must give Cantu his show, wherever the bastard was. Thanks to Paco, the bastard had learned that Tim Grimes and not Carl Schramick had meant something to Marcus. Thus the switch to jolt Marcus like a lightening strike.
 When he got to the boat a second time, gasping from fatigue and horror, he did not look into it; he did not climb into it. Rather, he untied the oar that’d become such a burden on his back, and he laid it in over the side. He next splashed water over the side and into the boat, cooling the burning body, and finally he located the rear of the boat. There he worked to detach the useless motor which, from what he saw, had been destroyed by something as strong as a sledge hammer or a lightning bolt. It took a gargantuan effort to remove the motor. When this was finally accomplished, he was pushing and kicking and guiding the boat toward home and shore.
 It might take another hour, maybe two to guide the boat this way instead of climbing in and working with the single oar, but he knew he couldn’t possibly pilot the boat with Tim’s remains between his legs, not in the condition he’d been reduced to, and he certainly wasn’t about to abandon Grimes’ body by throwing him to the fish. All this despite his fear for the others back at the house. All this despite his love for Katrina.
 Maybe if it’d been Carl Schramick’s body in the boat he’d’ve reacted differently, but it wasn’t Schramick. It was poor pathetic Georgia homebody Tim. And it had been Tim’s cries of pain and torture they’d heard in the storm the night before.
 It was a long, difficult task fighting the inertia required to move the boat in the direction he wished. And it was a long way back, pushing the small but heavy boat ahead of him. It gave him time to think. He wondered if at any moment he might expect a bullet to rip through him from a high-powered rifle. Or if the fiend would put multiple holes in the boat. The bastard was well on his way to accomplishing his sick aims.
 When nothing of the sort came, he realized that Cantu was a “man of his word” in one sense; he’d vowed that Marcus would be his last victim, that Marcus would witness the details of the deaths of all those around him first.
The devil’s in the details took on a whole new meaning.
 He thought of the children, of Nora, of Kat.
 And he wondered about Carl.
Where the hell is Carl now? Is he yet alive? Was that Carl’s arm that’d come through the window after all? Could Nora have been mistaken? Could Cantu have replaced Carl’s ring on Tim’s finger? No….not on your life. The flesh differential was too great. It had to’ve been Carl’s body part the night of the storm. Another look at Tim’s defiled remains showed two arms intact.
 He continued pushing the boat…kick, push, kick, push. Guiding, pushing, kicking.
More time to think.
Carl either ran out on his family or was enticed to open that door and step into Iden Cantu’s game, an end game for them all.
Kick, push, kick, push, kick, push.
 In his mind’s eye, he again saw the bloated, exaggerated features of Tim Grimes lying atop the spine of the boat. Horrible. But in that instant when Marcus had lifted up over the gunwale, he’d seen something else. Something missing. Something beyond the soft flesh of the eyes. Tim’s uniform.
 No sign of it. He’d been stripped.
 Lawrence Milton hadn’t been stripped. He’d been set aflame fully clothed.
 He imagined the lunatic Cantu putting the uniform to insidious use. Of course, he could pass himself off as a cop; all it took was a military bearing, a straight spine, and a loud mouth.
Kick, push, kick, push, kick, push.
 As he swam, he imagined Carl Schramick cowering alone in that room when Iden Cantu came knocking at the door, dressed in Tim’s uniform. He imagined Cantu peering in at the windows, making sure that whoever answered his knock must see his uniform, the uniform of the Blue Ridge Sheriff’s Office. Tim’s gear and Tim’s outfit. Baggy perhaps, soaked to be sure, but badge and hat set straight. It’d be all that the Deacon would need to see to tear open the door and greet a cold blooded killer.
 Little wonder Carl opened the door and welcomed the devil in.
Kick, push, kick harder, push harder, kick push, pray you get back before the devil arrives at the door again. Kick…come on…push…kick.
 An early darkness settled over the lake, and it’d taken hours of exertion for Marcus to be within twenty feet of his dock and the safety of the house. Nightfall was descending fast now, and he knew it’d be suicide to attempt a lake crossing in the boat now that they’d told Cantu the when and where of it. He’d be waiting for the attempt at a night crossing.
 As always, Cantu remained ten steps ahead of them.
 Kat stood at the end of the dock in full view and danger. He waved and shouted for her to get back inside; for one thing, he didn’t want her to see Grimes, and he didn’t want her shot to death either. Kat had her Glock in hand, and she was shouting encouragements for him to keep coming, while Marcus was feeling his age. He wondered how he could possibly stand once he got to shore much less find a way to cover and protect Tim Grimes from any further ravages or indignities.
 When Marcus finally felt the boat bump the dock, sending a shock wave through his arms, he waded out of the shallow area here where Nora’s children and Paco had splashed only the day before. “K-Kee…keep No-ra…kids back, Kat,” he gasped, “a-and for God’s sake don’t l-look into the boat.”
 “It’s t-too late for me.” She shivered and tears flowed. “That evil bastard’s killed your friend. No wonder you couldn’t get into the boat. Been watching from the windows.”
 He continued trying to get his breath “Tie the-the boat to other side of dock.”.
 “Are you all right? It’s a miracle you’ve got this far.”
 “Ho yee of lit-tle faith.” He sat on a rock beside the wharf while she secured the boat. After a long wait to regain his strength, Marcus waded over, and with Kat’s help, toppled the boat so that Grimes’s body, like bundled cargo, emptied out into the shallows.
 “What’re you doing?” she asked.
 “Going to weigh Tim down with rocks, hope his body stays put until we can get help out here, unless you have a better place to put him. Say carry him past the kids and put him in the freezer with Carl’s arm.” He hadn’t meant to sound so harsh but there was no easy way to say this. “Look, obviously, Cantu waylaid Tim on his way back to Blue Ridge.”
 “And so…so the yokels in his department have to know he and his cruiser are missing, and—”
 “—and right, so they gotta come looking.”
 “Right, since we were his last stop, they’ll come straight here, so where the hell are they?”
 “People move a lot slower around here; always have.”
 “That’s not funny.”
 “They might assume Tim took the day off and just forgot to call in the way they work around here. Trust me. We can’t count on anyone but ourselves.”
 “Are you saying we have to spend another night here?”
 “We try to take the boat across, we’re sitting ducks, Kat. We informed him we’d be going by night, remember?”
 She nodded. “Real smart.”
 “At the time, it seemed a good idea as you recall.”
 “Now what?”
 “I knew you’d ask.”
 “I’m serious.”
 She’d begun to help him plant rocks on the square of flesh that had been Grimes. Soon the body was held in place by rocks atop and around it. It lay in two feet of water looking for all the world like some bizarre archeological find. By day, it might be visible from the windows. “Help me back to the house,” he asked and leaned on her. “I need rest for the moment, and I mean to arm myself and go hunting.”
 “Hunting?”
 “Like Tim wanted, but I’ll be hunting Iden Cantu. 
 *
 

 Only those who have been there know the complete serious darkness of a Georgia forests on a moonless, starless night; it seemed residual storm clouds had double-backed on the area. They now swirled in a back eddy, angry and fierce, but they remained to the east and in the heavens. In fact, tonight developed into a complete contrast to the raging rain storm of the night before. In less than an hour, the trees stood silent, not a single leaf rustling. No wind existed. Only stillness and blackness.
 Marcus had rested for an hour, but it’d been a wakeful resting; he remained troubled and guilty at having stepped into Cantu’s trap, and at having led the others here. His regrets included Tim Grimes and Carl Schramick. Where Schramick might be and in what condition he could only imagine, but his imagination did not have Carl alive—unless Cantu thought he could barter with Carl’s one-armed life.
 Rising from the bed in the second floor room that Kat had been using, Marcus made his way to a huge walk-in closet and began pulling down boxes and blankets and various items from many Christmases. Hearing the ruckus, Kat came into the room, asking if he were OK.
 “Fine…just ducky.”
 “What’re you searching for?”
 “Got it.” He threw a military duffle bag onto the bed, dust flying. He unzipped and tore open the stuffed bag and began pulling forth its contents—army fatigues, camouflage gear, night-vision goggles, canteen, two-way wireless radios. “From my days as a marine.”
 “Desert Storm?”
 He laughed loud. “Try another war.”
 “Vietnam?”
 “Now you’re talking jungle warfare. I thought you knew everything about me?”
 “I saw that you were an ex-marine, but I didn’t pursue it. Look, you got an extra set of camouflage in there?”
 “Sweetheart, I need to know Nora and her kids are okay, that I have someone looking over them while I’m out. I mean to create a diversion of sorts, and when you see it, you’ll know to rush them down to the boat, get ‘em into the boat, and get across the lake for help. Dave Montclair at the airport can get help up here.” He tossed one of the wireless radios at her and she handily caught it. “We can stay in contact with these.”
 “Suppose Cantu doesn’t fall for your diversion?”
 “He’ll have to when I locate his vehicle—likely Tim Grimes’ cruiser—see if the radio’s operational. Maybe blow the damn car up.”
 “So you want me to watch for a fireball. Get the kids and Nora out through the underside of the deck, and across the lake.”
 “First house you come to raise hell.”
 “With a raging forest fire, I’m sure we’ll get someone’s attention.”
 “That’s my thinking.”
 “But you’re not going to wait for help are you?”
 “I mean to hunt this bastard down and put him down. And I want you and the others at a safe distance, so I can do that without…without worry.”
 “Still think of me as a liability, Marcus?”
 “Didn’t say that.”
 “Like Paco, a liability. By the way—”
 “Don’t tell me, Paco came back?”
 “Back yes, and now gone again.”
 “Really?”
 “Bolted again for the woods after alerting.”
 “Good, Cantu still thinks Paco’s his. Likely thinks the command to attack simply failed to trigger.”
 He shrugged on a Kevlar vest, then the camouflage shirt. “Unless Cantu’s in the habit of talking to himself, not sure we’re going to get anything back.”
 “Maybe we can determine if Carl’s alive if we can pick up anything on that jerry-rigged phone of ours,” she suggested.
 “Or perhaps we can learn he’s dead.”
 She gave him a grim look. “I’m sorry about your friend Grimes.”
 “He handed her one of the two walkie-talkies and said, “I’ve set the two-way frequency, but with Cantu, we’ve got to be careful. Use it only if necessary, and not until you’re off the lake and safe, understood?”
 “I don’t like the idea of leaving you, Marc.”
 “There’s no other way, Kat. Just do it.”
 She saw that there were enough fatigues and camouflage gear to throw over the children, for Nora and for her. “One of your shirts alone will cover Danny, and this’ll do for Jen,” she began but then dropped everything on the bed and grabbed onto Marcus, holding him close. “I’m not sure why…you exasperate me…but Marc, I’ve come to care deeply for you.”
 He stopped what he was doing to gauge the emotion in her eyes.
 She continued, swallowing hard. “Marcus Rydell, if you get yourself killed out there, I’ll…I’ll never forgive you.”
 “I have a few advantages that both Tim and Carl didn’t have,” he said.
 “Training?”
 “That, yes, but I’m also prepared to shoot myself before I’ll fall into Cantu’s control. I’d rather die than suffer what he has in mind for us all. In fact, with me dead, his fun is over, his game at an end, and he knows it.”
 “Bull! He’ll just rearrange the game pieces and hunt us all down one by one, and you know it. You can’t predict every move he makes on those damnable letters.”
 She recalled the awful sight of Grimes’ body folded like some sick, fleshy origami.”
 “I don’t want to lose you, Marc,” she repeated.
 “I don’t want to lose you.”
 He had pulled several high-powered rifles from below the bed along with a Cobra, state-of-the-art, scoped hunting bow. He stood before the weaponry lying now on the bed, trying to decide which weapon was best for the moment. He lifted a Bushmaster "Varmint Special", a high-powered, scoped rifle with the deadly accuracy of anything at a sniper’s disposal.
 Meanwhile, Kat had lifted a beautifully fashioned, scoped, high-powered hunting bow, marveling at its craftsmanship and heft. It could hold multiple arrows; in fact he had its own magazine and could fire six arrows in rapid succession. “Wow, now this is way cool.”
 “What? Oh, the Cobra. Was my father’s. Man, how he loved hunting with a bow. Made him feel that little corner of Indian blood in him, I think.”
 “Hey if Sitting Bull’d had one of these at the Little Big Horn, things might’ve gone differently.”
 “Sitting Bull and Crazy Horse won at the Little Big Horn.”
 “Was he good at it?”
 “What? Who? Sitting Bull, good at sitting? I suppose so.” Marcus was distracted, still deciding on what goes and what stays in the way of armament.
 “Was your dad good with this thing?” she held the huge modern bow up.
Marcus took a moment to gaze at it completely. “The best.”
 “You ever use it?”
 “Not my style, no.”
 “Archery is my passion,” she smugly said.
 “Really? You know how to handle something this complicated?” He indicated the bow.
 “Yeah, a custom made one for my size and weight.”
 “Dad had a maybe a hundred twenty pounds on you.”
 “”I can ratchet it down.”
 “When all this is over, I’ll be happy to show you how to use it,” he promised and she flinched at the condescension in his voice.
 “Marcus, I know about draw, that there’s a specific weight per pound of draw.”
 “The bow’s fine for whitetails and other big game but—”
 “My current arrows, fully rigged, weigh 391 grains, and my draw weight is 65 pounds, and there’s no reason I can’t recalibrate your dad’s bow to accommodate—" 
“Your talking Greek to me.” He did not know the lingo. “OK, even so, it’d take time to recalibrate, time right now we don’t have. Besides, you’re getting on that boat and outta here.”
 “I’ve used longbows, re-curves, long bows, wood arrows and steel, and modern bows like this beauty.” She held it up high. “I know all about momentum and kinetic energy. I’ve shot a Hoyt MT set at 70 lbs. and 28 inches. I can get this Cobra within those perimeters in maybe fifteen, twenty minutes tops.”
 “That’s fine, if you're hunting white-tailed deer,” he repeated. “When’s a white-tail ever fired back at you?”
 “Hey, I hunted Elk with Terry!”
 “I don’t care if you’ve hunted Cape Buffalo, this is a cunning, evil adversary who will be hunting you as you are hunting him. I want you on the boat with the others, Kat. No arguments and no bow hunting.”
 But Kat was thinking how heavy his father’s arrows were, the tips like razor blades for deep penetration, which meant he hunted large game with this bow. She was thinking about the momentum factor. She saw that with this bow and these arrows, she’d have no problem bringing down a man—even a man firing back at her. 

She grasped the bow anew and held it up to her eyes, studying the beautiful black thermoplastic pistol grip, its finger groove and serrated back made for a firm hold.


 She admired the sharp edge of a burr in the jaws of the bow. It had a caliper release—a Tru-Fire Hurricane Buckle. It appeared like new, sleek and shiny, and there was no wear on the loop or the bow itself.
 “You look like Sheena of the Jungle or maybe Xena, Warrior Queen with that thing in your hands,” he joked.
 “I’m a good shot with the right equipment, Marc. Don’t you believe me?”
 Marcus frowned at her fascination with the bow as he tugged at the strangulation hold a set of night-vision goggles had on his throat. The goggles swayed from his neck as he began stashing flares and a flare gun in his baggy fatigue pockets. Finally, he snatched up the high-powered rifle. The Bushmaster was a fine high-powered weapon. 
 “Suppose you black out?” she challenged him. “Then what? He has you and us at his mercy. Look, I can fire a weapon.”
 He looked from her to the bow. “You know how much weight is on that bow?”
 “I can crank it down. Then I could cover you from another angle.”
 He thought about the possibility of going into another blackout with Iden Cantu in his sights. It’d be a repeat of the disgraceful moment when he lost his best friend, Stan, except this time Stan’s children and Nora along with Kat would be left in the breach. 
 They shared a knowing look. She said, “You’ve no choice, Marcus. I’m coming with you.”
 They argued all the way down the stairs and to the living room.
 “You’re too precious to me, Kat. I won’t risk you.”
 “And the alternative should he get the upper hand?” she argued, pacing like a lioness. “What then?”
 “I couldn’t live with myself if I let those kids, Nora, and you fall into his hands.”
 She fell silent, seething. She had carried the bow and arrow down the stairs with her, and now she flung them across the room.
 “Look, this Bushmaster will take him out and end this madness.” He found a safe position at the window. Staring out from time to time, using the night-vision, he searched for any sign of Cantu. The Bushmaster felt wonderful in his hands. He knew its power. He’d always loved this rifle.
Kat watched him with it; he held it as if it were a woman, she thought. At the same moment, Marcus caught her staring and looking like a jealous lover. He smiled across at her and said, “It’s a five .56mm or .223 Rem. Gas Operated Semi-Automatic with five rounds in the chamber.”
“Only five bullets in the chamber?”
“She’ll take M16 rounds,” he replied, shoving them in. “That’s fire-power.”
“But with only five shots—”
“It’s all I’ll need, and I can always reload.”
“I’d feel better if you had an automatic.”
“This baby only weighs eight pounds.” 
“Only five bullets in the chamber?” she repeated.
“She’ll do just fine!”
 Kat nodded. “I can see it—errr she is quite…cute. Don’t yell.”
 
 
 “Best grade chrome-moly vanadium steel, and she’s got seven-fifty inches at the sight base to improve heat
dissipation and decrease barrel whip.”
 “I would’ve thought you’d like a little whip.”
 He lit with a brief smile at the innuendo, pretended to ignore her, and added, “ “Barrel design is for optimum accuracy. Stabilizes bullets up to 75 grains.”
 “You want a little privacy?”
 “Chrome lined bore and chamber…reduces friction, increases velocity, and aids in chambering and ejection.”
 “Ejection or ejaculation?” she continued to tease. “God, you sound like Terry whenever he’d clean his guns.”
 “Hey, this baby is laser bore-sighted at the factory. Manganese phosphate finish.”
 “I have no idea what that means.”
 “Means it’s protected against corrosion and rust, and the manganese finish produces the gray-black military surface color.”
 “Cool color,” she agreed.
 “Bushmaster uses no paint whatsoever.”

“Good to know she’s not a painted woman.”
 “All per the latest military design specifications,” he triumphantly finished as though he’d won an argument or a prize.
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After some time passed, and as Marcus felt surer and surer that Cantu was planning some sort of frontal attack, he kept watchful vigilance, going from one side of the house to the other, one window to the other. As he did so, Kat followed him about, and the couple soon began to talk again as she had complimented his scoped Bushmaster Varmint Special as he called it. “Five in the chamber,” she said again, “but I see the size of the rounds’re huge, and you’re right, of course, she’s a real beauty.”
 “Damn straight she is. Sure automatic assault rifles’ve become the weapon of choice on the streets these days,” Marcus informed her. “But I like the control of a semi-automatic.”
 “Terry was always saying the bad guys’re going automatic.”
 “Unfortunately, too true,” he replied, still going about the house from vantage point to vantage point with the high-powered weapon in hand, “Back in November of 2007, an Atlanta man went off his meds, stole a truck, and threatened its owner with an assault rifle. Led police and county deputies on a half-hour chase, firing at them the entire way.”
“Using a high-powered assault rifle—fully automatic, right?” she replied, trying to keep up with his dizzying movement. “Yeah, I read about it. They got the guy, right?”
 “His weapon pierced body armor. Six cops were hospitalized, and one died of his wounds.” 
 “It was like that LA bank robbery shootout I saw on Seconds From Disaster. Cops were out-gunned, out-equipped, right? Terry bitched about that all the time.”
 “Some six months later, a man hiding in a patch of woods in Pickneyville –a park actually in Norcross, Gwinnett, County, fired an assault rifle at a sheriff's cruiser, killing a deputy.”
 She nodded successively. “Saw it on the news.”
 “And earlier this month, a man stood outside a busy Peachstreet day care center waving an assault rifle and yelling threats to his girlfriend inside.”
 Kat imagined the staff locking doors and huddling children in closets. 
 “High-powered rifles’ve become increasingly visible in the Atlanta area and the nation, thanks in large part to the expiration of a ten-year ban on their sale. Since then, law enforcement fears of the worst case scenario, unfortunately, has come about.”
 Marcus went to the rear windows now, peering out, using his night vision. She kept pace, as he continued on his tear against what’d come about on the streets of his city. “As a result, the APD and other police agencies across America have enhanced their own firepower. They’ve begun to carrying assault rifles—semi-automatic.”
 “Terry said it’d come to that one day.” 
 “One day is here. Atlanta patrol officers are kinda sorta equipped with Colt AR-15s, the same weapon U.S. troops carry in battle, only semi-automatic. Even so, bullets from these weapons travel up to 2,700 feet per second and are powerful enough to penetrate body armor.” 
 "’Lanta, she ain’t what she used be,” Kat said in a half-joking, lilting manner.
 “Gotta fight farrr with farrr,” Marcus mimicked some of the locals.  
 She joined in, adding, “Our town, she ain’t so sleepy no more.”
 “And neither is Syracuse, Phoenix, Tacoma, Birmingham, Mobile, Tampa-St. Pete and hundreds other smaller cities.” 
 "No alternative but to arm the police as heavily as possible,” she said, following him to yet another window. “The bad guys are smarter nowadays and better equipped, including the terrorists.”
 “So far, first officers who completed the required sixteen hours of instruction in late January, more than 150—roughly a fifth of the total force have—to a man—ordered the Colts. Surprise!”
 “A euphemism? Surprise?” she asked.
 “For exceeding department expectations.”
 “What did the department expect?”
 “You don’t understand, these guns cost between twelve and fifteen hundred bucks, and a cop has to make his own purchase. In departmental terms: use of the Colt AR-15 is optional.” 
 “Optional, heh? In other words, use it at your own peril, because if you do, you may wind up behind bars. Still, Terry’d’ve been first in line for the gun, had he lived.”
 He turned to her, considering her pain, but only said, “The rifles provide a layer of comfort, to be sure…even though not a one’s been fired.”
 “Never? A hundred fifty cops carrying them and—”
 “None fired beyond the firing range, not a single shot from a cop nationwide. Maybe if and when another LA shootout erupts, they’ll be forced to.”
 They’d finally lighted in one spot and settled below the living room windows. 
 “World’s changed since 9-11, Columbine…Oklahoma bombing…terrorists both homegrown and exotic,” she mused.
 “One of the selling points for the Colt was an April incident last year involving JT. A round from an SKS assault rifle grazed his head as he chased gunmen wanted in a series of drive-by shootings, one fatal.”
 “My God, I didn’t know.” 
 “The bullet, fired from a speeding car, sailed through the windshield, grazed John, then pierced the Plexiglas prisoner barrier behind his head…blew out the rear window.”
 “That’s close! What’d he do?”
 “He rammed his car into theirs. Used it battering ram fashion.”
 “Against an assault rifle?”
 “On the street, you improvise.” 
 “God, imagine if a rookie cop had pulled the shooter’s car to the curb to talk about a broken tail light or a wrong turn.”
 “The beat cop couldn’t get near these guns. That weapon has a range of 300 yards. Up till now, we ordinary cops’ve been using a weapon with an effective range of twenty-five yards.” 
 “So assault rifles even the field?”
 “Considerably so." 
 “Atlanta brass finally figured it out, heh?” she asked, slurring her words a bit. She’d been sipping at her third glass of wine. “Too late for Terry.”
 “They only approved use of the Colt AR-15 June 2007.”
 “Figures. Had he had one when he faced Cantu—”
 “Cantu came up on Terry and the others from behind with an automatic, a flanking maneuver none of us could’ve foreseen.” He explained in detail how Cantu had set them all up that day.
 “I can just see the guidelines for guys like Terry,” she said. “A rifle may be used only when an officer is confronted with a high-risk situation.”
 “Which is a matter of judgment.”
 “Such as to overcome suspects with superior firepower.”
 “As in an active shooter situation,” he replied. “I see you know the lingo.”
 “Terry taught me well. And I read that your confronting Cantu that day was a barricaded subject situation, which meant you all could have used far more firepower than you went in with.”
 “No one knew the situation until too late. It was labeled a BS situation after the fact for official reports and PR.”
 “BS—barricaded situation after the fact? Bastards never told me that.”
 “So any heavy artillery we did have—”
 “—was in your trunks.” She held back tears.
 “That’s about it, yeah. Unless it’s a stakeout, a perimeter operation, a felony-vehicle stop—”
 “And it’s still true only now the heavy artillery in the trunk is heavier.”
 Marcus frowned and nodded. “’Fraid so. Kept in a hard case in the trunk. 
 “Unless and until—”
 “—one of these situations arise. The rifles can’t even be yanked out for show, ahhh…intimidation purposes.”
 “Terry talked about how they could be modified to allow automatic fire, but that it was against the law.”
 “Still is, even for cops, so officers who own ’em, they have to bring ‘em in for annual inspection by the departmental armorer. Usually do it same time they qualify in the shooting range each year.” 
 “The rifle's .223 caliber bullets are like a .22-caliber on steroids," said Marcus in his training officer voice. “They’re called soft point rounds—and”
 “Meaning they expand quickly on impact.”
 He stared at her, impressed. "It'll stop after penetrating eleven inches." 
 “Terry said that’s one reason some officials don’t want the good guys using assault rifles.”
 “Right, these bullets travel at such a velocity that they pose a threat to bystanders. They can easily sail right through an intended target to strike anything or anyone back of him.”
 “Same rifle and munitions used by the DC sniper, I know.”
 He took hold of her hand. “You know, I really am sorry you lost Terry.”
 Outside in the darkness, the sound of a wounded animal rose, fell, rose again and again. “What’s that?”
 They quieted. In the distance, they heard the sound of barking. Paco.
 Marcus listened at the receiver he’d Jerry-rigged. The sound of breaking twigs, crackling fire, and the human screams filtered through in a mechanical tone.
 “What is that?” she repeated as Nora and the children joined them, asking the same question.
 “Sounds a lot like the cries we heard last night during the storm, only amplified, thanks to the bug.”
 “Carl? You think it’s Carl?” shouted Nora.
 Marcus worried about responding to this in front of the children, but Nora remained insistent. Finally, he said, “I have no doubt.”
 The horrid cries welling up from the surrounding black forest could be heard coming from outside and now inside, thanks to the receiver. “Turn it off!” cried Nora and Marcus did so. Still the wailing continued outside.
 “My God, it’s him,” continued Nora, wringing her hands. “It’s my Carl!” Nora tore through the room, going for the door, prepared to race out into the night after the sound of the obviously hurt, wounded man. Marcus caught her as she ripped open the door and an arrow struck the door panel inches from her eye. Marcus instantly recognized the modern steel-tipped aluminum arrow as the sort that Tim Grimes liked to hunt with; Grimes would’ve been carrying his high-powered bow, state-of-the-art, in the trunk of his cruiser. He was the kind of hunter who switched from scoped rifles to scoped bows.
 The accuracy of Tim’s bow was so fine that Marcus knew in an instant that had Cantu meant to put the arrow through Nora’s right eye instead of the door, he most certainly could have. No, it was just another scare tactic; just another way to watch the mice in his maze scatter—just another belly laugh for Iden Cantu.
 Marcus slammed the door shut just as a second and a third arrow rattled the wood frame. He and Nora fell to the floor together with her kids and Katrina rushing to join them. All five now huddled below the door, which took another jolting thud from yet another arrow.
 *
 

 “It’s time you guys got out and down to the boat,” Marcus said in as calm a manner as he can muster. “I’ll keep him occupied here, now. So get everyone into camouflage and out through the cellar, and Kat, bring me my equipment laid out on the bed.
 Outside Carl began begging for help from the house in a near unintelligible voice. “Pull-lee-ease…Rydell, Norrr-ah, helllp me…help me…help.”
 From the very tone of the plea, Marcus imagined a number of Carl’s bones had already been broken, and he imagined the pain the other man had already endured. If Tim’s body was any measure of what Cantu was capable of, Marcus knew that the monster had no intention of allowing any sort of rescue of Carl, and in fact, he feared that Carl might this moment be hanging from a tree, Cantu preparing to light the match that would ignite a fire below his victim.
 He scanned the darkness in every direction with his night-vision binoculars. But he could see nothing untoward despite the continued distress cries of the doomed man.
 “For-For G-G-God’s-sake!” Schramick screamed out. “Paaa-lll-ease helllp!”
 Kat returned with his two-way and his high-powered, scoped Remington Scorpion, just in case five rounds wasn’t enough. Marcus stubbornly declined for the Bushmaster Varmint Killer he’d brought with him earlier. She recalled how earlier Marcus had strapped the night-vision goggles and had stuffed his pockets with the flare gun and flares. He looked like a Martian now with the night-vision wear as he repeated his search of the darkness.
 From Marcus’s point of view, the forests had become a fairyland in green light, looking like a surreal screen saver. As he scanned, he saw Cantu pouring gasoline on a small bonfire he meant to set below the dangling form of a thing with Carl’s face. It was the same as with Grimes’s body, but Carl remained alive. Just barely but alive. He’d been trussed up into a bundle, encased in a net, dangled from a tree limb. The now familiar package.
 Marcus quickly pulled up the Bushmaster and fired through the window, his shot sure as Cantu leapt, screaming into the bush. “I got him.”
 “Are you certain?”
 “The shot made contact. That much is certain.”
 Kat remained skeptical. “He could still be alive. Likely wearing Kevlar, too.”
 “Or better than Kevlar. We’ll know soon enough. Now get the others out the back. Do it, Kat, now! It’s our best chance even if he’s only wounded.”
 Carl continued begging and pleading for his life where he dangled. Kat raced to gather the others and to make the escape work. Marcus remained vigilant, his eyes through the night vision wear never leaving the spot where he’d last seen Cantu.
 No movement. No return fire.
Maybe he’d gotten lucky; perhaps the single shot from the lightweight Bushmaster had done its job. A quick glance at his watch told him the children and the ladies must by now be below the deck and exiting at the lake and finding the boat. He’d placed the boat at such an angle that Katrina could steer them away from any stumbling upon Grimes’ remains in the shallows the other side of the dock.
 Soon they’d be making the lake crossing. Soon he’d be alone with the devil save for what remained of Carl, out there hanging, twirling below that tree limb.
 Marcus threw open the door, now with four steel-tipped arrows jutting from it, and he dove for the dirt at the base of the stairs, dog-peddled with his rifle in hand and located a dark corner below the porch from which to fire a second shot when and if need be. He worked the flare gun out of the pocket of his camouflage suit, cocked it, placed his hand out from below the porch and fired it straight into the heavens.
The flare rose burning rocket-like and reached a crescendo and began falling to earth, lighting up the entire scene around Carl, and the area where Marcus had last seen Cantu.
 No sign of Cantu. 
 Not a sound.
 No response.
 Marcus taunted him. “I know you’re hit and bleeding, you bastard of hell!”
 “No response until Paco began barking and frolicking around the killing flames now working their way up to Schramick whose chorus of pain returned with a heart-wrenching finale.”
 Marcus hoped for the best but feared the worst. Feared that Cantu had somehow learned of their secret exit and was at this moment taking Nora, the children, and Kat into his possession when suddenly the fire below Carl ignited large, flames licking at the parcel he’d become.
 Had Cantu thrown a lighter or a match on it, or had sparks from the falling flare set off the gas fumes? It killed him inside to think that he had added to the fire now consuming what was left of Schramick. 
 He kept a vigilant eye out for Cantu even as he wanted to make a dash for Carl, to salvage what he could of the man. As he weighed his options, the fire beneath Carl took on more life, building as if Carl’s screams had become the accelerant.
 “Where are you, you psycho bastard,” muttered Marcus to himself, knowing he must do something and do it now if he meant to do anything whatsoever for Schramick. He made his move, lifting from his position and rushing for the cover of a nearby tree when an arrow thudded into Marcus’s left arm, the force knocking him to the ground as if hit by a car. He heard Cantu’s sick laughter the moment his arrow had hit its mark, and through the excruciating pain, he realized had Cantu wished, he could’ve ended it with one strike. Still playing games, still toying with Marcus.
 Marcus threw himself against the tree he’d earlier sought, his arm bleeding profusely, the arrow like a part of him now. At the same time, the fire beneath Carl had set Schramick into a screaming jag, the horror of it floating out over the lake, no doubt heard by Kat, Nora, and the kids. But at least, by now, they were halfway across the lake.
Marcus, sweat chilling his body, fearing he might pass out, took firm hold of the arrow tip that’d gone through his left arm. With firm determination and teeth clenched, he first inched it out until he had a fistful of shaft. Taking a deep breath, he quickly located his Bowie knife and not without pain notched the feather section and broke it off. His head reeling from the torment of it all, he now snatched the shaft and pulled the offensive thing all the way through and out of him. He knew he could not take another shot like that and remain conscious. 
Meanwhile, Carl’s wrapped body, taped and folded in on itself, twirled furiously now with the wind of fire beneath it. Marcus couldn’t possibly get at him without being killed, and in fact, even if he completely ignored Cantu as an impediment, Marcus knew that he couldn’t get to Carl in time.
 The screams sounded like those rising from hell.
 Marcus dropped to one knee, aimed at Carl but the body kept twirling. He wanted a single shot to put him out of any further suffering, a shot through the heart or head. But now the package had Carl’s back to him and it quit twirling. Another arrow struck the tree at Marcus’s eye level, sending splinters into his face. He ignored Cantu’s toying with him, kept steady, decoded where on the back the man’s head and heart would be and with two rapid shots, he got at least one of these as Carl’s ungodly screams instantly stopped.
 Marcus pulled back behind the tree to the thud of another arrow the other side of it. Again came Cantu’s laughter. Cantu then shouted across the chasm between them as Carl’s body caught entirely aflame, “Made you do it, Rydell! Made you kill an innocent man!”
 Marcus wheeled and took aim, but the other man was a ghost, gone into the night, leaving the burning carcass dangling like so much garbage.
 Marcus knew he must somehow keep Cantu engaged, his attention away from the lake. He knew he could not allow him the peace of thinking the others were no longer in the house; no longer in the wicked lunatic’s trap.
 To this end, Marcus made his way out and down the driveway. He knew of a couple of turn-ins off the road in the direction that Cantu had come from. Perhaps Grimes’ cruiser—now Cantu’s escape vehicle—might be found there. One flare to the interior and it would erupt in a ball of flame.
 As he made his way, he sadly watched the bonfire that Cantu had made of Schramick. The fire flared over with a burst of gasoline. Final ghost screams erupted from Carl Schramick inside Marcus’s skull, and slowly…ever so slowly, the fire burned itself out, leaving a smoldering square package of the dangling body. And slowly, ever so slowly, Carl’s screams inside Marcus ended as well, but he knew he’d never completely rid himself of Schramick’s and Tim’s cries.
 Cantu had practiced this method of torture and murder so often now that he had it down to a black art. Marcus must end the life of this crazed zealot for death, this devotee of Satan, and he must do it now.
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 Marcus looked like the invisible man in his old gear and camouflage clothing, but even a wounded Cantu, using night-vision, could pick up his movements if he were not careful. He wanted to draw Cantu’s attention away from the lake and the ladies, and that much he’d managed for certain, as he felt the fiend tracking him. Listening in on the device he’d created to track Paco’s movements, Marcus now heard the madman call Paco by the name Big. “Good work, Big…you did good,” the man said in a tone that sounded human, kind even.
 Marcus knew he must do more, keep Cantu focused on him. He also knew he must stay alive and to entice the killer away from the lake if he were to save the women and children. To this end, he circuitously made his way toward the old paved road at the end of the driveway.
 Whenever he might locate a safe place with cover, he’d take a shot at the tree where Carl’s body remained twirling, giving Cantu the idea that he, Marcus, remained pinned down, and that whoever was making noise from this angle was a second shooter. Would Cantu fall for it? He could not be sure.
 Marcus’s night-vision goggles confirmed movement that said Cantu was moving away now, not following as he’d hoped, and in fact, moving toward the house, the dock, and the general direction of the lake instead. Obviously, the uncanny ex-marine psycho had spotted Marcus with his own night-vision. Obviously, he hadn’t fallen for the bait and wasn’t about to follow on Marcus’s heels.
 The question now: find the vehicle and fire it, or follow in Cantu’s wake?
 Once on a high point on the silent road, Marcus took position, aimed and fired at the moving target now charging the house, Paco at his heels, yelping. To silence the dog, Cantu turned on it and viciously kicked Paco so hard he flew from the porch and crawled up under the boards as Marcus squeezed off another shot. This one hit Cantu full in the chest and the man slammed into the big picture window that’d earlier been pierced by Marcus’s first shot. Cantu literally plunged through the window and into the house.
 “That’s got him,” muttered Rydell, feeling good about himself now, having placed two large caliber bullets into the monster. Yet, he’d been moving up those stairs and kicking that dog as if not wounded at all, and another sighting on the window, and Marcus saw the monster’s paw grab hold of the sill to pull himself up, his head and eyes scanning the territory around the road now. How could he still be alive after that shot, wondered Marcus. He must be wearing the very latest in vests, way beyond what Marcus had wrapped about his mid-section and chest.
 Marcus fired again, pinning Cantu down.
 “What next?” Marcus wondered. “What’s Cantu’s next move when he finds the house empty?”
 “Now we got ourselves a game, heh, Marcus?”shouted Cantu from inside the house. “Something to live and die for, heh!” 
 Cantu might discover the escape route the women and children had taken; might stand out on Marcus’s deck and locate the boat and fire into it. Marcus had wanted to locate Tim’s missing cruiser, perhaps radio for help from it before turning it into a fireball. All so that Cantu could go nowhere except on foot.
 But for now, Marcus must stay on the attack, keep Cantu pinned down and away from any possibility of discovering the others on the lake. How long had it been? How far had they gotten over the lake? Were they at a safe distance? With Cantu’s marksmanship and equipment, what was a safe distance? There was none.
 Marcus toyed with the idea of using the two-way radio to determine Kat’s distance, but if Cantu had their frequency, he could be setting her up for disaster. Instead, Marcus made a beeline for another location, hoping he could do so before Cantu dared peek out again. He ran for the tree line facing the deck. Should Cantu step out on the deck back of the house overlooking the lake, should he scan the lake with his night vision, Marcus would put a bullet through his head. No Kevlar there.
 Marcus made his move now. He raced at full speed, disregarding his still bleeding arm where the arrow had pierced him. In a matter of minutes, he took up the position he needed in order to clearly see the deck. He expected Cantu to at any moment step out. “Come on, you creep,” he muttered to himself, “step out and be killed.”
 He cursed himself for not having taken a head shot to begin with, but making a head shot on a moving target was the riskiest, unlikeliest shot of all. This time the head he located in his scope would be stationary, peeking up over the window sill. This time there’d be no body armor and no question of Cantu’s being permanently put down.
 “One shot, Lord…give me one shot and together we’ll send this hellion back to where such are spawned.”
 *
 
 
 
 
 
 
 An hour passed and no Cantu. From time to time, Marcus saw a shadow moving about inside, which clearly indicated that the jackal had crawled on all fours to get away from the windows. Now Cantu set a candle burning inside just to cast huge dancing shadow from wall to wall—just to let Marcus know that he was eating his food and drinking what was left of his beer, and going nowhere. Apparently, he’d accepted the fact that Marcus had gotten the women and children out to safety.
 Just to let the creep know that Marcus had gone nowhere, Rydell intermittently shattered a window here and there with a .223 bullet.
 Marcus wanted to believe that at least one of his shots had hurt Cantu; that Cantu’s body armor had been pierced. He wanted to believe the other man was hurting more than he let on. It would explain why Cantu hadn’t ventured out again, not on the deck, the porch, or anywhere. Part of his shadow dance within might actually be a play about searching out Kat’s medical bag and wrapping himself in a bandage. Marcus could only hope that he’d indeed wounded the beast.
 The TV flickered on inside the house. Lights came up. The creep had restored power to the house, which meant he’d at some point reconnected the wires he’d cut. To do this, he must surely have crawled out a back window and remained out of sight and in the shadows. Paco had begun barking at one point from a position he’d taken up below the porch, no doubt barking at Cantu’s movements, but the dog had gone silent now for some time.
 Iden Cantu had taken up house.
 *
 
 
 Cantu continued going about drinking Marcus’s booze, smoking his father’s cigars, relaxing, basking in the creature comforts not offered by the forests and whatever cave or car he’d slept in for the past forty-eight hours. Hopefully the fiendish devil was still wondering where the women and children were, and how Marcus had gotten them to safety.
 This had to be a blow to his enormous ego.
 Then noise erupted from inside. Banging, tearing, stomping.
 From the dancing shadows in the interior, Cantu appeared bent on destroying the place in an effort to find a false wall, any hiding place. His shadow self moved to the second floor. As he moved by one window, Marcus saw that he held up Kat’s PowerBook, the Mac laptop. Held it up and danced it before the window just to taunt him with the fact he had hold of it. 
 Marcus didn’t have time to do anything but react. He sighted his weapon on the lit up apple logo with the single bite taken out. The .223 bullet from his weapon ripped an enormous hole through the titanium plated Mac, resulting in a clean by jagged-edged wound radiating out from the now obliterated bitten apple image.
 Cantu was an able hacker. Still he could get past any firewall; he’d break in and cancel the one SOS they’d managed to get out to Atlanta. He knew that destroying the Macintosh, while his only option, wasn’t going to set well with Kat.
 It still beat the alternative.
 The sudden explosion of the Mac sent it flying against a wall, and it sent Cantu and his shadows scuttling for cover. It made Marcus laugh aloud to see the creature he hunted hurtling to the floor and crawling on his belly where he belonged.
 Soon there was no sign of Cantu upstairs or in the main rooms.
 Marcus remained vigilant but there was no sign of the infinitely patient psychopath. Then a faint flicker of shadow came at one of the ground floor basement windows. Cantu had managed to get to the basement rooms. A large utility and Marcus’s special childhood place, defiled by Cantu’s presence. Again the sound of rampage filled the air.
 No doubt the monster would soon discover the crawl space beneath the bed.
 Marcus corrected his position to fire on the bastard should he carelessly step from beneath the deck where the escape route would take him.
 Marcus scoped out the precise spot where the man, necessarily on his knees, would show himself in an opening in the deck grate. Marcus had weight on the trigger, awaiting the exact moment when the head of Iden Cantu would come through that dark portal. He recalled a childhood joke, one which combined five words that began with D and E–Deface of deduct went over defense before detail.
 “Show your ugly face, duck,” Marcus said to the night. “God, let him come this way.”
 Then he saw the white forehead appear. He put pressure on the trigger, readying to fire in the next millisecond, hoping to find a slightly larger target when suddenly the white forehead turned to black. Paco had come around and was licking the monster’s face, his tail wagging.
 Marcus believed he ought to shoot straight through the back of the dog’s head, knowing the high-powered caliber bullet would easily move through Paco’s brain and into Cantu’s face. He hesitated only a moment and made up his mind when he saw through the scope that Cantu’s hands were polished with red nail coloring and his face wasn’t his but a mask—Katrina Mallory’s features.
 “Holy shit, it’s Kat!” Marcus’s gasp might well have caused the shot to be fired, but he eased off the trigger, taking in great breaths of air. Cantu would’ve loved nothing more than to know he’d blown Kat’s face off along with the dog in a single blast.
 And what the hell was she doing still here below the damn deck? When she emerged, she did so with his father’s bow and arrows. She looked for all the world like a lovely, dangerous Amazon wood nymph save for the fact she was dressed in camouflage gear.
 He watched her push her way out past the dog, and she raced for cover, and behind her came Cantu in pursuit, working his way on all fours beneath the deck.
 She’d no doubt done as he’d said; she’d gotten the others to safe ground across the water, but she’d come back. Damn her, Marcus thought. Damn her for a fool. But at the same time, he fired blindly and repeatedly into the underworld below the deck where the satanic Cantu must be howling now.
 Marcus’s rounds tore the wood paneling to splinters, the sound of his gunfire like a 4th of July fireworks.
 Even as he fired to cover Kat’s tracks and to hopefully kill the predator after her, Marcus remained angry with her for placing herself in jeopardy this way. He tried to imagine her plan as it’d taken fruition in her mind’s eye even before leaving with the others. She’d hidden the bow and arrows beneath the deck, had gotten the others to safety, had returned and had gone back up under the deck, searching for the weaponry when Cantu had burst into the house. If Cantu proved patient, Kat proved even more so. She’d been below the deck for some time and until Cantu discovered the crawl space.
 Marcus was still recuperating from having almost killed her.
 She was young, strong, and hopefully as good with a bow as she’d claimed. But he hadn’t cranked down the pressure on that thing as she’d asked. As it was, the weapon most assuredly was useless until she could find time and energy to set it to her size and weight. Why hadn’t she instead taken the Remington?
 Marcus retreated, inching back into the darkness, attempting to locate Kat, but he had lost track of her. Still, he heard the yelping dog as it followed Kat, seemingly far more taken with her than with his master at this point. But the dog acted as a beacon directing Marcus straight to her, and if he could find her in this inky blackness thanks to Paco, so could Cantu.
 Marcus kept one eye on the house. Cantu had not at any time come out from below the deck on this side. Perhaps his rain of bullets into the underside of the deck had killed the snake; then again, perhaps not. Cantu may well have kicked out the other side of the deck to find safety.
 ’No doubt Cantu, if still alive, might be bleeding, hurt, and feeling foolish—as if he’d been tricked, drawn into a trap. Marcus prayed the bastard had died in the “rabbit hole” beneath the deck.
 But he knew better than to assume anything with regards the demon Cantu; he knew that of all the creatures that’d ever crawled out of Hell, this one was the hardest to kill.
That was the problem with this prey, Marcus thought. As much as he despised the man, Cantu was well trained and cunning, a deadly combination. In fact, he made the fictional Rambo seem a mere boy scout by comparison. Marcus knew that however well-meaning she might be, Kat was no match for this son of Satan. Certainly not with a bow and arrow she could hardly pull beyond her elbow.
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At the same time that Marcus was repositioning himself and in search of her, Katrina Mallory panted with fear and fatigue so loud she feared she was making more noise than Paco, who—despite her throwing stones at him—kept pace with her and marked her every move. Cantu would surely find her if Marcus’s barrage of fire had not crippled or killed him—fire that, to her way of thinking—had been far too damn close to her.
 She wanted to shout to Marcus, let him know precisely where she was at this moment, but a vocal signal could also send Cantu to her position. She was in no way ready for him. She hadn’t had time to reset the bow to her height, size, and weight. At the moment, save for her German Luger, she was defenseless.
 When she reached around for the Luger, she found it gone. She’d dropped it somewhere back there at the deck. “Damn it,” she muttered and heard a twig snap at the same time. Was it Marcus or Cantu?
 Earlier from the boat, she and the others had seen the red flare rise and fall, and they’d seen the eruption of fire that’d ended Carl’s screams, all this from mid-lake. Afterward, Kat’d gotten Nora and the kids to a house on the opposite shore, leaving Nora with instructions to call the authorities and tell them that it was none other than the four-year fugitive from justice Iden Cantu. At this point, she’d given up all hope of capturing the animal and overseeing its slaughter. Once, the Mierskys were safe, Kat had rowed back across the lake alone.
 She’d taken the bow and arrow and hidden it below the deck for her return, taking only her Luger into the boat with her. She now made her way along the water’s edge.
Paco had settled down but he continued to keep pace with Kat. Soon, she found a place of refuge behind a clump of trees.
 Here she held a tug of war with the bow, working its tension slowly down, down, down in what felt like forever to a more manageable torque for her arms. It took time and preparation, practice shots, and she must do it without drawing attention. Finally done, she tried out the bow and arrow, firing into a tree some hundred yards off. The arrow traveled straight, true to her aim, and it dug deeply into the tree, but it appeared lower than she’d intended. Distance to the target could make all the difference, she realized. She must get as close to Cantu as fifty and not a hundred yards, to be sure—closer still, if possible. She had to penetrate any body armor he might be wearing. She ratcheted the bow down further.
 If Kat could take him by surprise, using the only weapon left her, she dared hold out a hope of incapacitating him and still getting a chance to look him in the eye with her scalpel poised over him. She’d brought the scalpel, on the off chance.
 After escaping the underside of the deck, she’d gone right by the boat. She could’ve climbed in, pushed off, and gotten how far before Cantu drew a bead on her?
 She continued to race along the edge of the lake, seeking better cover. Hearing him coming after, she abandoned the water’s edge for the deeper wood. She could hear him out there thrashing about, and he’d begun to chant, “Come out, kitty Kat…come out-come out, and we’ll play.”
 When this feeble attempt failed, he attempted to mimic Marcus’s voice, doing a piss poor job of it, saying, “Kat, it’s me, Marc, sweetie. Come this way. I’m here.” 
 She then looked from behind a tree and found the arrow she’d earlier fired right here with her. Marcus had warned her how easy it was to go around in circles out here, and this was proof enough. She realized that while her shot had been accurate and strong, the result, had this arrow gone into a man, would have been to pierce the solar plexus—a fine and accurate shot indeed, but useless with Cantu’s protective ware. She might pierce it only if she were within say seventy or a hundred feet of the killer.
 Even so, when she attempted to retrieve the arrow, tugging at it, making too much noise, her effort started Paco to barking. The arrow could not be removed by hand…not by her, she decided. She must let it go. But should Cantu see it, it could lead him to her, which could be a good thing. She could use it as her staging point—her target.
 Then she looked about for good cover. Aside from thin pine trunks, there was little here. It wouldn’t make a good stand after all, she decided.
 She wanted to shout for Marcus. Thought better of it. She knew he was out there wanting to shout her name too, but his silence told her that so far as Marcus was concerned, the monster still lurked here.”
 She raced deeper into the brush in a direction she’d not taken before, Paco following. She said to the dog, “That’s right, Paco, send out a honing signal to the bastard. Bring him in close.”
 She hoped he could hear her; hoped he would find her tone smug-sure and a challenge to his manly ego. Hoped that he’d come straight for her. She hoped that she and Marcus could get him into a cross fire, both of them opening up on their human prey at once. 
 *
 
 
 Cantu’s face, arms, hands, and legs were bleeding from the tornado-like effect of splintering wood via rapid-fire from Rydell’s position. The force that’d ripped into the deck with each blast of the high-powered rifle had left huge splinters on all exposed portions of his body. His face and head were black and red from dirt and blood, and the multiple spikes of wood protruding from his face made him the more sinister and monstrous in appearance.
 Score a big one for the detective. Marcus had made him feel like a rat in a maze, and a foolish one at that. Why’d he venture into such a trap in the first place? Of course, it was seeing the gold ring just out of reach—the woman. The sight of her after the disappointment of losing the others to Rydell’s move. Here was Dr. Mallory being used as bait. Rydell did possess cunning and guile after all. He had Iden Cantu playing the fool, turning the tables. How foolish had it been to lose one’s head and rush headlong for the bait. He’d gone straight for her, and he would’ve had her in his grasp in the next second had the deck—the end of the maze—not exploded.
 He’d found the trap door beneath the child’s bed in the basement and had torn it open, flashing a light when he heard the ruckus down there. He thought for a moment that he’d found the stowed away children and women that Rydell had thought he could protect. He became eager, rushed down, his weapon in hand. He carried a high-powerd carbine that fired a .223 caliber bullet, the same as Rydell was using.
 With the fifty caliber, there’d be nothing left to torment and torture; with the .223 he could choose to kill or to maim. Choice was always a good thing,
 He found the passage narrow and difficult and suffocating, and it brought back memories of the closet. The one his mother used against him, the one that had been his prison whenever he did a bad thing. The fear and claustrophobia threatened to overwhelm him and keep him from getting hold of Kat Mallory, but the going down below the deck for someone his size in full gear also slowed him. But soon he had found himself within grasp of her there beneath the rear deck of the house—spacious by comparison to the crawl space.
 Cantu saw the last second of Kat’s heel escape ahead of him. He’d truly like to take her alive, hold her over Rydell’s head, see how loud she could scream.
 He got off on making people scream. This not only gave him a mental high, it allowed him a physical high and an eventual release—ejaculation.
 In fact, only through the pain and suffering of others under his total dominion could he feel anything at all in that regard.
He’d started for the same exit Kat Mallory had taken when some instinct said no. He’d seen her race off with the dog at her heels, but he stopped at the last, deciding that Rydell had put her up to it, using a woman as bait, to lure him out at exactly this spot so the next bullet would kill him and end the fun.
 As a result, he’d quickly moved to the opposite extreme end of the underside of the deck and that’s when the explosions all round him began. Had he remained still, he’d surely have been killed. Instead, he’d kicked out the thin lattice wall, scrambled out, gotten to his feet, and scoured the woods about the lake area for any sign of movement.
 Nothing. The exploding deck that Rydell had lured him into had gone silent.
 Breathing deeply, somewhat shaken at his near death, Cantu went closer to the water’s edge, his weapon at the ready, listening for the dog. Big, as he called him, would lead him to the woman. Perfect. He knew which way she’d gone. In order to avoid another shot coming from Rydell out of the blackness, Cantu eased into the shallows to gain the other side of the wharf and to follow on the dog’s and Mallory’s trail.
 He stepped into the mushy uneven shallows, the bottom giving way only slightly as the mud sucked at his boots. He held onto the dock to guide him, seeing the boat in the near distance twirling about unmanned. The pain he felt in his hands and face he quelled through sheer will power, but one larger splintered piece of wood in his right calf, he could not quell. The pain and poor footing here made for a stumbling gait until he hit a rock beneath the water. Cantu fell and was on all fours face to face with what remained Tim Grimes accusingly looking back from empty eye sockets in his watery grave—staring at him, his face not a foot from the dead man’s kiss.
 The shock and surprise sent Cantu stumbling to his feet, panicked and stomping to get clear of the body. It’d been so eerie beneath the water like that of a spirit, reaching out to pull him under. It’s one thing to kill people,” he thought in an instant, “quite another to face ’em afterwards.
 The noise of his stumbling and subsequent gasps at the sight of the “ghost” in the water could have cost him dearly, but no shot came. Marcus must think him Mallory, afraid to fire on a noise for fear of hitting her. Else Marcus had already shifted his position in order to rendezvous with the woman out there ahead of Cantu, somewhere out of earshot.
 He thought of torching the house but that would bring down firemen and cops.
 He instead took a deep breath of the lake night air, filled his lungs, shook off the thing that’d frightened him, telling himself how foolish he’d been, and checking his weapon, he continued the hunt.
 Not five minutes later, he found a steel-tipped, aluminum arrow embedded in a tree two inches deep. “The fun’s heating up,” he said to the night. “These two think they’re smarter than me.”
 He checked his watch.
 Time was indeed running out. They’d obviously gotten the Mierskys across the river. The authorities would soon be crawling all over the countryside.
 But Cantu didn’t want to leave without Katrina Mallory in his control.
 

 *
 Marcus had abandoned any hope of seeing Iden Cantu show himself this side of the deck, and so he now rushed to locate Kat, who was out here wandering about with a yipping dog at her heels. She may as well be wearing a bull’s eye on her back. He must get to her before Cantu.
 He knew he’d take a bullet for her without hesitation. He remained shaken at almost having killed her and the dog.
 The night had only grown darker. The brush grew thicker the nearer one got to the lake. Part of him wanted to shed the bulky gear, even the vest, but another part of him cried out no. He wanted to move faster, but he also knew that patience was called for and that rushing in could get him and Kat killed.
 He felt a flaring anger rising in him that Kat had not done as told. She ought be with Nora and the kids in a safe place, but no. Here she was. She’d stubbornly leapt back into battle and harm’s way.
 He also could hear her response: “I did precisely as you instructed, and when I got Nora and kids safely away, I was free to make my own rules.” Or something to that effect.
 She was a spitfire. She had backbone. The woman proved far more than a pretty face.
 He rested amid the bush now, lying on his stomach at the moment, sizing up the situation. He’d been glad when Cantu had taken up position in the house; he’d even thought of setting the place afire with Cantu trapped inside. Serve the hellion right and be pure justice to listen to him burn alive in there. 
 Most assuredly, Cantu, the psychotic Rambo, was far more dangerous out here than hold up in the house. The killer held sway here the way any animal of the forests might; here he had the power and a distinct advantage. Marcus could only pray that the creature stalking them would slip up. If so and when so, would Marcus be in place to take advantage?
 The entire cat and mouse of the hunt excited Marcus just as it did Cantu, but the stakes here meant human life. Still, the hunt itself acted as a kind of aphrodisiac for him as well as Cantu. It represented what the fictional Sherlock Holmes referred to whenever he said, “The game’s afoot.” It represented the first killer in human history and the man who killed him in return. It represented blood vengeance. And God knew that if any man deserved blood vengeance on another it was Marcus.
 Most certainly, the hunt for human game excited Cantu in his every sick nerve ending—to stalk, isolate, corner, and finally capture his prey, his soon-to-be victim. But there was a huge difference between them as Cantu also became excited by binding, torturing, and eventually killing his human prey.
 For a millisecond, Marcus imagined being in the fiend’s grasp, at the fiend’s mercy, but he knew he could not long contemplate such a circumstance. In a flash, he refused the notion. Then in a subsequent flashing second of worry, he imagined Kat being at Cantu’s mercy, and this spurred him onward.
 He got up and began to move faster toward the area he suspected his woman and his dog lay in wait for Cantu with that damned bow and arrow. The thought of Cantu getting his filthy hands on Kat sent a murderous rage flushing through his veins and arteries now.
 Sure, Kat could get lucky and drive home one of those arrows, but with Cantu in Kevlar, it might bounce off, graze him. Even if she got penetration, would it be enough? She’d need a great deal more pressure on the bow than she likely had, and to make up for the pressure, she’d have to be within relatively close range, and he didn’t want her that near the murderous bastard.
 Cantu would respond with his own weapon, likely intentionally wounding her so as to drag her back to his lair where he’d prep her for the dance at the end of the rope and the fire, all for Marcus’s eyes—just as promised.
 Marcus pulled himself along, trying to locate any sign of Cantu before committing to anything at this point. Then with the night vision, he caught sight of him at water’s edge, aimed and was about to fire when the shadow man, his silhouette showing multiple spiky pieces of wood protruding from him, again disappeared. “Damn it,” he cursed. “God, just give me one clean shot to the brain.”
 Then he saw movement, brush being pushed aside. Cantu was definitely on the prowl. He’d like nothing better than to get hold of a trump card by the name of Katrina Mallory, and if so, Marcus feared they were doomed, because Marcus knew that he’d be unable to face Cantu on even footing if he had hold of Kat. He cared too much for her.
 She’d become so important to him. A thing he’d not anticipated.
 She’d also become his weakness, his Achilles heel.
 Kat and the dog had gone silent. He imagined she must have a hand clamped over Paco’s snout if not an improvised muzzle like the one she’d put on him before. Suppose the dog turned on her again? Not likely since he’d removed the shock wire.
 Kat and Paco had obviously hunkered down somewhere together. But where?
 If Cantu were right in his search, and he was going straight for her now, Marcus must shadow the deadly psycho’s movements to be prepared to fire at the exact right moment.
 *
 Katrina still wanted so much to call out to Marcus, to determine if he were all right, and to let him know her position. She’d in fact found a wonderful natural fortress. It was a huge mass of granite with three sides, like a perpendicular cradle. She hid now behind its lovely wall-face. The huge outcropping was so large that entire trees had sprouted from it. No doubt as old as this forest.
 She could not ask for better cover, and she instinctively felt Cantu’s approach. She could hear him catlike out there in the dark, making his way closer and closer still.
 She’d brought an ample supply of blanketing tape, ostensibly for Cantu, but she now ripped a long piece of it off and fashioned a muzzle around Paco’s snout to keep him quiet. As Cantu had a hold over the dog, as Paco answered to the man’s orders. Paco might turn on her or bolt at any moment. She hoped Cantu would call the dog, and if and when it happened, she’d follow on Paco’s heels, and the moment dog and monster held their reunion, she’d carry through with her plan to incapacitate Cantu so completely as to render him helpless and vulnerable. She realized that now she too was not above using the dog as a lure.
 Regardless of all that’d happened, she still held out a glimmer of hope for her initial plan, and she recalled how her shooting instructor had explained how he would incapacitate a man if he didn’t want to kill him outright—“Shoot the kneecaps,” he’d said. Of course, if she must, she’d go for the heart, the head, anything fatal but only if need be.
 She heard him coming toward her…coming dead on, snakelike to be sure, using a zigzag pattern in the underbrush but coming straight for her nonetheless. She imagined him crawling toward her on all fours, slithering on his belly, itching closer…closer. A worm. A maggot. Lesser than a snake. The sound of him so close now she imagined she smelled the accelerant clinging to him, the odor of burning flesh from his victims— Grimes and Schramick. She imagined him within a hundred yards of her with night-vision looking straight at her natural fortress. But he can’t see through it, she assured herself. No matter what, he’s not a supernatural being. However, he was cunning and his instincts honed to animal sharpness.
 He might well imagine anyone would take up the wide rock wall for cover. The little cocoon of safety had instantly turned into a place of sure danger, and she realized she may as well be waving a flag as be standing back of the rock. Cantu’s onto me. He was within seventy yards, coming straight for her, now. She searched about for an escape, realizing that if she could get Cantu’s profile against the rock, reverse position on him, she could indeed carry through with her plan to sink two steel-tipped arrows in each of the psycho’s kneecaps.
 It would take two successive rapid fire shots from the bow, but she’d gotten the thing operating perfectly for her size and weight. It can be done, and I’m just the one to do it, she reassured herself.
She questioned which way to move, away from the lake or go left, deeper into the forests still. Cantu seemed to be coming up from the forest side; perhaps the lakeside would prove a safer distance from which to observe and fire when the moment came.
 She heard more twigs, more near imperceptible sounds like the scurrying vermin of the underbrush rushing ahead of Cantu. She knew this meant human vermin on the way. Marcus had said that marines like Cantu were trained in jungle warfare and would be undetectable out here. That was a joke. She had him following her bread crumbs.
 She worked her way deeper into the forest trees, moving away from the granite wall. She now watched from an angle so as to position her shot at when Cantu came slithering to this side of the rock face. At her heels, Paco, obviously trained to this sort of dance, had followed, keeping low.
 Then she saw a shadowy figure emerge from the brush and move toward the stone wall. Cantu carefully checked overhead for anyone atop the massive boulder. She aimed for the knees, selecting the right knee when a blistering, ear-splitting shot rang out and stone pieces flew from the wall, and the shadowy figure dove for dirt.
 She sighted at the prone figure, realizing through the scope that she could put a steel tip into the cranium at this angle but not the kneecaps. A cat’s whisker from letting her arrow fly, Kat saw not Cantu’s but Marcus’s forehead and eyes in her bow scope. At the last moment, she saw that the figure she was about to kill was Rydell.
 She watched him scuttle crablike to the safe side of the rock.
 “Got your woman out here, Rydell!” shouted Cantu, taunting Marcus. “Got her trussed and ready for barbecue. You wanna parlay?”
 Kat held her silence, realizing that Cantu was trying to draw Marcus out, and that he’d be killed for certain if he showed himself again.
 “You hear me good, Marcus. I’ve got Katrina Mallory.”
 She wanted to scream out, to tell Marcus it was a lie, to keep him safe, but she also wanted her chance—as slim as it might be—at Cantu’s kneecaps. She wanted to inflict as much pain as she could; she wanted to carve him up while still alive. Nothing short of it would suffice for what he’d done to Terry four years ago and his more recent victims.
 She realized in order to put the fiend at ease long enough to get a shot, she’d have to gamble with Marcus’s life, to use him as bait. While she debated whether or not she could do this, Marcus shouted back, “Kat! Kat if you can hear me, let me know where you are! I know he’s lying. Give me a signal!”
 She kept silent. Debating.
 She continued to debate.
 “She can’t talk right now, Rydell. A bit ahhh…incapacitated, you might say. Broken bones is painful shit. People faint out. Even a big guy like Officer Grimes—boom, right out. Like a light.”
 “How do I know you have her?” came Marcus’s reply, and Kat could hear the excruciating anguish he felt at this moment.
I gotta let him know I’m OK, she told herself, but another voice kept screaming, no. In fact, it sounded like Marcus’s voice in her head. No, you have to go slow… patience. The moment the freak shows himself, then Marcus will know the truth and at the same time, I’ll have put the animal down.
 “How long you going to drag this out, Rydell?”
 Marcus failed to answer, no doubt, weighing his options, looking for some way out, struggling with himself, just as Kat struggled with herself.
 “Come on, Marcus!” Cantu cried out. “Give it up. After all, I let Miersky’s family go. Least you can do is give me this.”
 Again Marcus remained mute.
 “Marcus, old friend? Didya black out again? Back of that rock? Or are you just playing possum, huh? First time I ever laid eyes on you, I thought you were doin’ just that. Put my gun to your head. Was about to blow your brains out with the rest when it occurred to me the hell I could put you through if you lived.”
 Again Marcus made no answer.
 “It worked, too. Made your life a living hell, didn’t I?” Cantu’s diabolic laughter wafted over the still lake.
 The story as retold by Cantu here in the empty stillness of the forests made Kat want to cry, and the matter-of-fact tone made it all the more chilling.
 “Give me a minute or two, will you?” It was Marcus’s warm, rich voice now filling the woods.
 Cantu’s maniacal laughter continued. “Take three.”
 The dog whined and the sound went out between the two men.
 “You got my dog, Marcus? Hey, Big! Come to Papa now boy! Come on!”
 “I’m callin’ your bluff, Cantu, you lyin’ sack of shit!”
 “You need to hear her scream, heh?”
 Marcus fired at the general area from which Cantu’s voice emanated. Three successive explosions that reverberated across the lake. He must be convinced that Kat was not in the same vicinity; he must realize that if Cantu did not have the dog at his side, neither had Kat. That it’d all been bluff.
 It was the kind of slip up Marcus had been waited for. Marcus came from behind the rock firing and racing toward his enemy and then dropping to his stomach but there was no return fire. Cantu had retreated. Invisible again.
 From her vantage point, Kat watched Marcus take pursuit, rather fearlessly and recklessly, and she worried he was rushing to his death.
 Terry’s murderer never showed himself; she didn’t get any opportunity whatsoever at a shot, and now Marcus was between her and Cantu.
 *
 Katrina pursued from her position, and as she did so, she realized that Paco’s muzzle had been torn away. The dog barked freely now, creating an audible beacon to them. Cantu wanted them to follow the dog; he was using the dog as bait now as he raced ahead of them. Kat’s hair lifted and waved now in a sudden wind that’d come up. It was a grabbing wind made of the errant bony fingers of am angry ghost that’d crawled up out of the lake.
 No choice now. She had to join forces with Marcus. For one, he was in her line of fire. Secondly, he needed to know that she was alive and not under Cantu’s control. To this end, she shouted, “Marcus! I’m here! Slow down and wait for me.”
 The sound of Kat’s voice stopped him cold, and he turned to rush back to join her. They converged from their respective paths.
 “Following Paco!” she said. “Cantu’s called Paco to him. I’d say electronically. Apparently your retooling of that damned bug didn’t work.”
 “I told you to get clear of this place, Kat. What the hell’re you doing back here?”
 “We had a deal from the outset, remember?”
 “That’s gone by the boards. This is kill or be killed, no room for any gray area when hunting a predator like Cantu, and that bow and arrow’s very gray, so I want you back of me at all times.”
 “I’m not a child or a movie heroine!”
 “Do as I say!”
 “I’m not taking a backseat here, Marc.” She pushed past him, not slowing in the pursuit.
 “Slow down,” he commanded, catching up. He then grabbed her by the arm to stop her. They’d arrived at a clearing. “We can’t cross in the open here, Kat,” Marcus cautioned. “This is another trap he means to spring on us. I can smell it.”
 At the other end of the clearing, they watched Paco’s heels disappear into the trees and into a cavernous depth of green blackness. Paco continued barking and romping as if it were all a great frolic.
 Marcus pulled her aside when he thought she was about to leap into the breach. They fell behind a stand of trees to sniper fire that splintered bark and pinned them down. “For a sniper, his aim sucks,” she muttered.
 “He doesn’t want to kill us outright,” Marcus replied, “not like we want to kill him, right?” He was favoring his arm that continued to pump blood over his clothes. “And-and speaking of killing, you damn near got me killed back there.”
 Close on now, she realized the dark purple stain covering his shoulder was a bloody wound. He appeared soaked in blood. She began to worry him about it, asking how he felt, if he were OK, if he felt faint.
 “I’m all right,” Marcus insisted. “One of his damn arrows got me. Had to push the shaft through the shoulder and out the back. Hurt like helll.”
 “You’re bleeding badly.” She tied it off using a strip of material ripped from her pocket where she’d found a rent in the camouflage pants she wore.
 As she worked to secure his arm, Kat realized that Marcus had no idea just how close he’d come to an arrow through his skull, and she decided this was not the time to tell him. Nor did she feel any great urgency to inform him of her debate with herself while Marcus had been ciphering whether to give himself up to Cantu or not in an effort to get close enough to the fiend to ostensibly save her from his clutches.
“I’d just so love to put an arrow into this bastard,” she said.
 “Kat, we’re beyond wounding him and taking him alive for your pleasure and your scalpel. I hope you know that.”
 “But Marcus—”
 “Ah-ah! Put that idea outta your head. If we get any clean shot at all, make it a kill shot. He’s wearing body armor. Use that Luger of yours and go for the head.”
 “I don’t have the gun. ‘Fraid I lost it earlier back at the deck, which leaves me with what I have.” She shook the bow at him.
 “Here, take mine.” He handed her his handgun.
 She reluctantly took it from him. “You sure?”
 “Forget about the bow and arrow. It’s too much of a gamble.”
 “But Marc—”
 “Ah, ah, ah!” He held up an index finger to her eyes. “And hey, I’m sorry but I ahhh put a hole through your Mac laptop.”
 “You what?”
 “He got hold of your Mac, and he’d’ve hacked into it for certain. Moment I saw it in his hands, I blew a hole in it.”
 “Do you know how much that’s going to cost you?”
 “Shit, I didn’t have a choice.”
 “But to shoot my Mac?”
 “Said I was sorry.”
 “Nora’s called for help by now,” she replied. “Pretty soon, this entire place’ll be crawling with cops, and Cantu’s got to know that. You needn’t’ve blown a hole in my computer.”
 “Sorry,” he repeated. “No choice,” he repeated, eyes beneath the night vision wear darting back and forth. “Right now, we need to concentrate of Cantu, not your dead computer.”
 “The SOB needs putting down.”
 “We take no more chances. As it is, we’ve been lucky. Leave the bow and arrows here. Use the Glock.”
 “I think Cantu’s fleeing, Marcus, and if he gets away, it’ll be another four years before we see or hear from the bastard again. We can’t stay pinned down here.”
 “You willing to risk everything going across that clearing?”
 “Are you?” she asked.
 “Then I go. You hold back,” he replied.
 She swallowed hard at this. Here was a man, she thought, the first sign of true bravery she’d known since Terry.
 “I don’t want to lose you, Marcus,” she said now.
 “And I can’t lose you; if I do, I lose everything…again.”
 She clasped his hands in hers, abruptly stood and ran, the bow still strapped to her back. She raced across the clearing with him after. She had good instincts. Cantu was indeed on the run. Like some preternatural vampire, with the light coming on, he had to know he’d run out of time.
 Ahead of them, they heard Paco’s yelping at his master’s heels until suddenly there came a loud single yelp of pain followed by abrupt silence. They feared that Cantu, with no more use for the dog, had perhaps stoned it to death as no gunfire had erupted. Paco’s ominous silence continued to be a worry until they came on his prone form close to the road.
 Kat had not abandoned the bow and arrow to the forests but had held onto it along with the Glock, but she laid all aside now where she kneeled over Paco. “He’s bleeding from the head. Maybe hit with the stock of Cantu’s rifle, but I think he’s going to be OK. Breathing deeply.”
 But Marcus was busy scanning every inch of darkness via his goggles, turning about in a 360-degree reconnaissance. “Another trap, kiddo. I feel it. Dog’s bait set by a sinister heart for a sensitive heart like you.”
 As he said it, he turned to her, and she saw the wrecking-ball coming at Marcus’s back, realizing in an instant that it was Schramick’s dangling remains. “Look out!”
 Marcus turned, brought up his rifle to fire just as Schramick’s still smoldering body hit him full force, sending him down, grappling for the rifle, but Cantu’s foot had stomped down on Marcus’s weapon.
 In the same instant, Kat had pulled her bow into position and had loaded it, snatched back the wire and let fly with an arrow that plunged through Cantu’s right knee. The shot shattered bone and sinew and sent Cantu into instant crippling pain when she let fly with a second steel shaft that tore through his left kneecap, leaving the monster paralyzed and screaming in excruciating agony. With an arrow through each kneecap, Cantu was plunged into so much torturous pain that he’d been unable to hold onto his high-powered weapon, much less fire it, but he reached for his handheld weapon, whipping it out, aiming at Kat’s eyes when Marcus, using his Bowie knife sliced through the rope holding Carl’s remains. Schramick’s body, the now dense, heavy package of death that it was, crashed straight down over Cantu, causing him to misfire. Cantu, now in pain and left stunned personified helplessness.
 Marcus kicked away the man’s gun and stripped him of any additional weapons, including a huge machete.
 Kat now stood over him alongside Marcus, a third arrow poised at Cantu’s face. Marcus held his weapon pointed at the devil as well. Even helpless and vulnerable, Marcus wondered even now if it were a trick. They had the monster at bay and in torturous pain—all to the good. The arrows had been sunk deep, the two shafts halfway through each knee, sticking wildly from either side of the legs. As he thrashed about, Cantu broke off the shafts, and with each such break, he sent up a terrible howl that rivaled those of Grimes and Schramick together. In fact, Cantu’s screams of pain from his shattered knees was so horrendous that the sound of it got Paco back on his feet.
 Marcus wanted to put a bullet through the monster’s head. He put the muzzle against it but thought of how any halfway decent crime scene unit guys could figure the gunshot residue from such a shot translated to cold-blooded murder. Despite all the animalistic behavior and all the horror caused by this man, murdering him outright this way was not an option for Marcus and Kat, unless they wanted to end life in separate prison cells. The legal ramifications here weren’t so different from the little girl in the apartment overhead who’d murdered her monster.
 “Want to blow his head off, I know,” she said to Marcus.
 “For Tim, for Stan, for all the others, and for the terror he’s caused you.”
 “I paid you well for your help, Marcus.”
 “You can’t go through with your original plan, kiddo.”
 “And why not?”
 “It’ll come back at you.”
 “I don’t care.”
 “They could put you away—forever, and I don’t wanna spend the rest of my life talking to you from behind bars.”
 “I-don’t-care.”
 “Behind bars—me, too, for that matter as an accomplice to murder. Conspiracy to murder, all for this human garbage bag?”
 “You heard me,” she said through clenched teeth, her bow and arrow replaced now by her scalpel. “I don’t give a damn about afterwards.”
 Cantu continued howling and braying wolf-like in horrid pain and perspiration, rolling about, causing himself even more jolting torture.
 “This’s payback!” she was shouting at Cantu.
 “But you will give a damn, Kat, in future. This way we have no future, you and me.”
 She put a third arrow into Cantu, this one piercing his scrotum where he lay. He let out with a keening scream. “Payback for Terry!”
 Marcus grabbed hold of her with one hand, the bow with another. “Cantu’s not worth it.”
 She again displayed the surgical scalpel. Marcus held a hand out for the shimmering blade. “Vengeance isn’t worth it. Sure, feels great for an hour, a day, maybe even a week, but it wears thin fast, and then—”
 “Go-Go ‘head, Marcus, l-l-let her cut-cut away at me,” Cantu said through the pain. 
 She stomped the end of one of the nylon-feathered, steel-shaft arrows embedded in Cantu so that it coursed through the monster’s knee; the pain was so intense it silenced the man into a faint.
 “Torturing him, Kat will do worse than get you jail time.”
 “It’s for Terry, damn it, and Stan, and—”
 “They’re all gone, Kat, but you’re here and I’m here, and I’m telling you, take it from someone who’s been there, you do this thing, you take your scalpel to this… this…thing that’s less than human, and your scalpel will be working on you as much as him.”
 “Whataya think’ll happen when they take this piece of crap into custody, Detective Rydell? Tell me the truth.”
 “They’ll lock him away, throw away the key.”
 “In an asylum for the criminally insane?”
 “A federal facility most likely, yes, for the insane.”
 “Study him like that creep in the movies…Hannibal Lecter, you mean? Three meals a day, room and board, TV and game room, the occasional muzzle, huh?”
 They glared at one another. “Kat, when you do as the monster does, you become monstrous in turn.”
 “Don’t think you can talk me out of this, Marcus. Tie his hands and legs and just let me dig out a useless organ or two.”
 They heard sirens in the distance.
 “Kat, it’s over.”
 “Not yet it isn’t.”
 “You hafta at least let me take his eyes,” she said to Marcus. She then knelt over Cantu, prepared to take his eyes with her upraised scalpel, saying, “Without eyes, not likely he’ll ever escape to harm anyone ever again.”
 Marcus stayed her hand, squeezing until she dropped the scalpel. The first rays of sunlight filtered through the forests, and the odor of burned flesh met their flaring nostrils as Kat and Marcus stared into one another’s eyes. “Kat, I know what I’m talking about. You’d come to regret—”
 “Bullshit. You don’t know that. You don’t know me.”
 “I know how much you hate him. I do, too. But Kat hatred is a hellion in itself, and it will eat you alive.”
 “Why should I regret maiming the man who took Terry and who’s caused all of us so much pain?”
 “What you will regret is that you were capable of maiming anyone, Kat…that you have that in you.”
 “Damn it, Marcus, it is in me.”
 “Not once you do it; once you release that creature, it’s in the world—outside you.”
 “Sounds good to me—a release.”
 “But not a relief, Kat. Kat, it’ll come back to haunt you.”
 She calmed somewhat. “I took out his knees pretty damn well, didn’t I?”
 “You did, and that should be enough.”
 “He’ll be in a lot of pain for a long, long time, won’t he?”
 “He may never walk again, and if he does, it’ll never be without pain, and he’ll always know he was bested by you.”
 “Big professional killer, bested by a woman.”
 “I’d say, he’ll have some difficulty forgiving you.”
 She glared at him for a moment before bursting into laughter. It was a rich, full laughter, the laughter of happiness at having survived, at being alive.
 Marcus handed the razor-sharp scalpel back to her. She took it, hesitated a moment, then put it away.
 The sirens grew close, and they could hear cruisers pulling into the driveway and booted men stomping up to the house.
 “Whatever happens, Marcus, don’t let those in authority underestimate the depth of evil in this sack of shit.” She indicated the still unconscious Cantu.
 “He may well have a weapon on himself somewhere.” Marcus began a search of the unconscious Cantu. He found additional knives, guns, and a pair of grenades. Even unconscious, the guy was dangerous.
 “You think you’ve got it all?” she asked.
 He began cutting away at the other man’s camouflage suit, feeling for any additional bulges as he went. 
 “Over here! Help, we’re over here!” Kat began shouting for the authorities.
 Paco followed suit, barking, raising a ruckus.
 *
 The first man to get to them was John Thomas, waving a bright torch light ahead of him and shouting, “Marcus Rydell! Marcus! You out this way?”
 “Keep coming!” Marcus replied. “We’ve got a prisoner for you, JT.”
 JT made the clearing and stared at the scene. “You’ve got Cantu?”
 “We have, yes,” Marcus said, going to Paco and calming him.
 “Iden Cantu, finally brought to justice.”
 “Only justice might be seeing him fried in the electric chair, JT, which if it happens will be twenty years off.”
 “Looks like you’ve already executed some payback. Damn, two arrows straight through the knees. Hurts thinking about it.”
 “Hardly scratches the surface for what he’s done,” replied Katrina.
 “Nice shooting all the same, Marcus. You put him down but good.”
 “Truth be known, the kudos and arrows belong to Kat here.”
 “Wow, Mrs. Mallory. Gotta love the crotch shot.”
 Cantu had passed out.
 “Don’t mess with her, JT.”
 “Count on it.”
 “Look, even incapacitated, this guy…this thing can be dangerous, JT. Never get too close and use bracelets and ankle chains, and if and when he’s to be arraigned on murder charges from here to four years ago, whatever you do, don’t take the chains off. He’s as dangerous as a viper and just as fast.”
 “You don’t want a dose of his kind of evil,” added Kat, indicating what was left of Carl Schramick. Marcus jammed a booted toe beneath the squared off package so that it rolled over and came face up.
 “Jesus!” gasped JT, jumping back. “Like Milton all over again.”
 “You’ll find another body in the lake, in the shallows below my deck area. Officer Tim Grimes of—”
 “The missing Blue Lake deputy. His dispatch said he’d called in and had gone off duty, taking his cruiser with him to home but—”
 “Coerced to do so by Cantu.” Marcus draped an arm over Kat. “JT, we’ll give our statements up at the house, if it’s OK with you?”
 “Sure…sure. Absolutely.”
 “But we won’t go until you have back-up.” He indicated the unconscious devil at their feet. “Don’t wanna leave you alone with it. Where’re the others?”
 “He’s not doing any more harm. Look at ’im!”
 “Take no chances whatsoever; handcuff him in my sight, JT, now.”
 JT frowned but obliged Marcus. “The others’re canvassing the house,” he told them as Paco came out of the brush. “Hey, who’s fine looking dog is that?”
 “Mine, ours!” said Kat.
 “Figures you two would hunt this bastard down as a team,” JT said. “Dog must’ve been a big help.”
 Some of the other Atlanta police, JT’s partner, Harriman, and two Blue Ridge cops joined JT, who brought them up to speed. Kat and Marcus, arm-in-arm, made their way back toward the house, Paco quietly resigned to follow.
 “It’s over, Kat…finally over.”
 “Yeah…and thanks, Marcus.”
 “Hey, in the end, it was you who brought that beast down.”
 “Couldn’t’ve got the shot without your help.”
 “Some help.”
 “And thanks for…you know, stopping me from taking out the snake’s eyes.”
 “I just want you to be able to live with yourself, Kat.”
 “I know….I know that now.”
 
 
E P I L O G U E
 Ten months later
 
 
 Sitting out on his deck at the lodge style home his father had built, Marcus Rydell lifted the gun from his lap and into his hand. It felt in his hand the way a weapon always felt in a man’s hand—like a pleading creature whispering in the ear the words “Use me. I feel better when put to use; it’s my only wish, my only goal, my only purpose in life—to be put to use.”
 It wanted more than cleaning.
 It wanted to be fired.
 But of late, these woods had had their fair share of fireworks, he silently told the gun.
 It whispered back, “She’s not coming back, Marc. You’re going to spend the rest of your life out here alone, lonely, as useless as a gun on the wall. Just one shot. Fire me. Use me.”
 The gun was tempting on more levels than one.
 He thought of her, wondered where she was this moment, wondered if the gun was lying or telling him the painful truth.
 Had she just been using him all along? As old as I am, he told himself, you’d think I’d know better.
 He thought of the moment she’d saved them all with those twin bow shots to Cantu’s kneecaps. How the bastard had howled, tasting only a little of the torturous pain he’d put so many of his victims through.
 Marcus now saw a boat out on the lake, filled to capacity and beyond. A large pontoon affair, and the affair aboard looked like either a wedding party or a graduation party or some such to do. Way too many people aboard as the surge of its wake indicated along with the waterline. Fools could all drown in a capsized boat of that size. Be on the ten o’clock news. Half the neighborhood wiped out in a single blinding moment yet to happen while he sat here feeling sorry for himself and playing bad with a gun.
 He ought to call the local authorities. Get their water cops out here. Same ones who’d been useless when he’d most needed them. Even from his distant vantage point here on the deck chair, he could see several violations of the law onboard the pontoon. One phone call. Should he bother? Is it my call, he wondered.
 He thought better of making the call. None of my business, he told himself. I’m not a cop anymore…hardly a PI either.
 He gave a fleeting thought to Iden Cantu. The man was going nowhere ever again. There was enough evidence to fry him many times over and Georgia—thank goodness—remained a capital X offense state. He’d have one last choice in life—death by legal injection or electrocution. Unless that swift Johnnie Cochran styled lawyer who took up his appeals case, Phillip “Loophole” Meredith got him off with the insanity plea, which would land the bastard in a federally run asylum for the criminally insane, just as Marcus had predicted. Either way, Marcus decided he’d never see Cantu or the like of him again until he himself reached the gates of Hell. One pull on the trigger of the old Colt .45 from his dad’s collection would guarantee that.
 He placed the muzzle to his temple, scratching an itch there when he heard the unmistakable scream of a woman in distress coming from the pontoon boat. He put the gun aside and examined the pontoon now with the binoculars he’d earlier brought out with him. He soon assessed the situation on the boat. Frat party of some sort. All men save three hired dancers—strip tease ladies. It appeared the party had gotten out of hand and the professional ladies aboard, essentially trapped, surrounded by water and frat boys—men far stronger than they. Zooming in with the binoculars, he read the face of at least one of the women. Her expression said it all: no escape.
 He watched as the young college men became rougher and more threatening. Marcus opened his cell phone and made the call. “I can always kill myself later,” he muttered.
 After reporting the increasing violence he was witnessing on the lake boat, and being assured a police boat was in the vicinity and on its way, Marcus heard another sound back of him, coming off the road and driveway. A car—most likely a police cruiser—coming into the gravel drive at the front of the house.
 He took the steps down from the deck and walked around the house to find Paco had leapt from the car window, racing toward him, wanting petting. Kneeling, he said a warm hello to the German Shepherd and looked up to see Kat Mallory leaning against her newly purchases red convertible Jaguar, her features beaming with a smile. “Why so shocked?” she shouted at him. “Told you when I got my life in order, finished my residency, that I’d be back!” Then she noticed the gun in his hand. “What’s with the rod, Bogey? You shooting skeets?”
 He quickly placed the .45 on the porch now jutting beside his head where he continued to kneel, petting Paco. “I…I’m just surprised you guys’re here! Why didn’t you call, give me a head’s up? I coulda cleaned up, made dinner…”
 “Warning? Do I need to warn you I’m coming?”
 “I coulda prepared for your arrival,” he repeated, now looking down at his own appearance.
 “You look like hell. Tell you what, I’ll cook dinner, you shower and shave. How’s that?”
 Off in the distance came the anguished cry of what sounded like a woman. Kat’s eyes grew large as the howl recalled those of Grimes and Schramick. “What was that?” Her eyes went to the .45 on the porch.
 “Bobcat,” he lied. “Forests is filled with ‘em.” Which was not a lie.
 “Sounded like a woman’s cry for help.”
 “That’s exactly how a bobcat cries; does sound like a woman’s plea.”
 “All right…if you say so. You got a martini for me inside?”
 “Can rustle one up right quick.”
 She grabbed hold of him as he stood, and she hugged him to her firmly, and he lost his balance and bumped into the porch with her in an embrace, the two of them laughing at their clumsiness. They ground in their feet, found their footing and twirled in a dance below the pines, the only music the birds and chirping of squirrels and insect life. Over his shoulder now, Kat saw a police lake boat pulling alongside a pontoon boat at the center of the lake, close to where Marcus had caught up to his boat that night she still had nightmares about, the night she had surprised herself. “Where were those water cowboys when we needed ’em?” she asked, pointing now to the commotion coming over the water.
 “The water cops of Blue Lake were on vacation the whole time Cantu was among us.”
 “You’re kidding! All of them?”
 “All two of them.”
 “Only two water cops?”
 “And one a woman.”
 “What’s that ‘spose to mean?”
 “Means they’re married to one another so—”
 “—so when they took off time, it was together, and the lake was left unpatrolled.”
 “For a week, yeah.”
 They walked back toward the deck, Paco at his heels. He’d retrieved the .45 and kept it at his side for now. And for now, the thing wasn’t saying a word.
 “And how do you know all this about the water cops?”
 He kissed her long and passionately. “Kiddo, I get all my info around here like everyone else.”
 “From Buck’s down at the foot of the mountain.”
 “But I admit,” he said with a wide grin, “Buck knew nothing of your completing your residency.”
 “Nary a word?”
 “ Nary, but hey, we’ve gotta celebrate.”
 “My and Paco’s homecoming?”
 “That yes, indeed, but also you’re being officially Doctor Mallory now!”
 She beamed at his good cheer. “Shall we start with that martini?”
 “I’m with you.”
 They kissed again and held onto one another for a long, long time. When they pulled apart, she said, “Marcus, I’m going to set up shop here.”
 “Start a practice in Blue Lake?”
 “That’s right, and people are going to talk.”
 “About us?”
 “How we’re living in sin.”
 “But we’re not ahhh…living in sin, yes.”
 “We are now.”
 Together they made their way into the cabin home, and Marcus locked out the world, including Paco.
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